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It is well remarked that the mathematical skills of
college students have declined over the past three decades.
Frequently, the fact is stressed that students need
mathematics for later life, that mathematical training pro-
duces clear thinking and that our scientific future is being
threatened by this lack of mathematical training.
Nevertheless, many students come to a selective liberal arts
college, such as Wheaton, with extremely weak mathematical
preparation. Many of these students would like to avoid
mathematics altogether, but because mathematics is required
for those who have low test scores, they are forced to take
mathematics of some type. At Wheaton, there are three
options available: improve the test score, or take finite
mathematics, or take college algebra. I wish to address the
content and technological support of the college algebra
course.

Here are the premises for the discussion:
1) College algebra courses offer little that is
not in a second year high school course.
2) Most students have had two years of high school
algebra.
3) Students think they will not use the material
in their academic or vocational life.

If premises (2) and (3) are true, then students who
take college algebra feel they are being penalized by having
to repeat material that is essentially useless to them. How
then, can we offer a course that will cover algebra without
that course being too hard or repetitious? The answer
depends on whether they have actually had two years of high
school algebra. If they have, then a similar course in col-
lege is bound to be boring and repetitious. We can also
assume that they did not like it the first time. For this
group, it is possible to design a course that emphasizes the
use of functions, the graphs of functions and some of the
ideas of calculus. The functions used in the course will be
polynomials or rational functions, but these must be made
the prototype of all functions. The idea is to give the stu-
dent plenty of opportunity for manipulating polynomials and
at the same time give them something new by introducing the
idea of the derivative. Though many of the technical ideas
from algebra such as factoring may not be useful to liberal
arts majors, the idea of a functional relation between vari-
ables and the rate of change of such a relation 1is likely
to be helpful to many.







