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Back to school 

Maybe it's because I don't have a math degree, 
but I can't nail down the point John W. Dooley 
is trying to make about math-based education 
[April 15]. 

On one hand, he touts the value of such an 
education; on the other, he recommends a way 
for students to obtain a math-free degree by 
studying the "trivium." He says "math is most 
effective as a training ground for rigorous 
reasoning." Aside from being steeped in 
ambiguity, it is an assertion without 
substantiation. I wonder if he rigorously 
reasoned his conclusion, or if it's simply an 
example of what Stephen Colbert calls 
"truthiness": "It feels like it should be true." 

Does Dr. Dooley really believe the ability to do 
advanced calculus safeguards a person from 
being led astray by the ways of the world? Talk 
about "beguiling nonsense." 

Dr. Dooley seems to be saying the study of math 
is a remedy for claptrap, but his letter 
contradicts that conclusion. He would be well-
advised to go back and take a look at the three 
subjects in the trivium: grammar, logic and 
rhetoric. 

Joe Lintner, Columbia 

Here’s the April 15 letter referenced: 

Two year degree 

Lance Pietropola [April 1] is right to question 
the return on investment of a college education 
when a liberal arts degree may be obtained that 
is 97 percent math-free. The classic liberal arts 

degree was 50 percent 
math. Why? Because math is most effective as a 
training ground for rigorous reasoning. 

It's easy to create beguiling nonsense with 
words and almost impossible to do with math. 
Students experienced in mathematical 
reasoning are better prepared to resist nonsense 
and to tackle real problems in the real world. 

Leave out math from a classic liberal arts 
education and you have what was called the 
"trivium." For years the trivium was taught in 
two years; half the time of a four-year 
education. Students who want a math-free 
education should be able to sign up for a two-
year trivial program at half the cost. 

John W. Dooley, Lancaster 

The writer is a retired Millersville University 
physics professor. 

 

 


