Classroom Activity Contest
Sponsored by the Faculty Committee on Student Retention


SUBMISSION FORM
1. Describe your classroom activity. 

  This activity was designed for College Algebra, and then modified for use in Elementary and Intermediate Algebra, and also Vector Calculus.  
  The students broke up into groups of four to investigate the inverse relationship between circumference and the number of times a fixed length of string would wrap around a given object.  I selected the following assortment of objects for each group to work with:  AA battery, AAA battery, roll of lifesavers, small can of tomato paste, Bic stick pen, and a large gluestick.  Each group received a 5” x 8” pencil box that contained the above mentioned items plus several lengths of string (all the same length) and small rulers.  
  Two group members measured the diameter of each object (to double check results).  The other two group members each took a string and counted how many times the string wrapped each object, attempting to estimate partial wraps accurately.  They recorded the data in a table on their worksheet.  Next, they were asked to find a theoretical function model for the number of wraps as a function of diameter.  On the graphing calculator, they plotted their data points and graphed the function model.  They discussed why the theoretical model did not fit well at first, but did better as the diameter of the object increased.
  For the College Algebra class, they went on to discuss vertical and horizontal asymptotes, and their practical meanings.  For the Vector Calculus class, we allowed the string length to vary, which meant the number of wraps was dependent on both the diameter and the string length.  This led to a 3-dimensional model, which was graphed on the computer using Maple.

  When they finished the activity, the groups completed a two-page write up.  This encouraged clear explanations and proper use of math notation.  Before they turned in their box, each group could eat the lifesavers (then I restock for next time!).
2. Why did you choose this particular activity? 

  There didn’t seem to be many application problems or activities for rational functions, and this activity also fit when studying inversely proportional relationships.  I wanted an activity that would be very hands-on, requiring both verbal and physical participation by all group members.

I feel that especially in the math classroom, we need concrete applications for material that is so symbolic and mystical to many students.  This activity has been a favorite in every class.
(continued, next page)
3. What are the activity outcomes? 

· Students experienced a physical connection to a symbolic problem with objects that were familiar to them  
· Students interacted with each other, and learned to work cooperatively, handling differences in opinions and interpretations of results

· Students found that they must be careful when reading the directions, and make sure all group members agree on the interpretation before proceeding, as some groups went down the wrong path initially
· Students organized their findings and summarized their activity in writing, using correct mathematical notation and complete sentences
4. What were the intended activity outcomes? 

· To connect symbolic math to a real experience with familiar objects involving simple processes
· To develop cooperation between group members, where they learn to ask each other instead of the teacher

· To have every student contribute to a group effort, and feel that their contribution was worthwhile and helpful
· To help make math class a positive experience!
