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Best of the WWEST, Episode 100: Maggie MacPhee, Grades 7-12 Math Teacher & Educator

Intro

This is the Best of the WWEST, inspiring women with real stories. Hosted by Westcoast Women in
Engineering, Science and Technology.

VANESSA HENNESSEY
Hello and welcome to Best of the WWEST. I'm your host Vanessa and today we're talking with Maggie
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MAGGIE

Yeah, online learning was more difficult than | expected and less difficult than | expected at the same
time, because a lot of what happens in our classrooms now is a lot of behavior. But you're losing that
ability to, teachers are constantly assessing what students know or even just what they think students
know. And online, it's just so much more communication and like my senior high students were a lot
better at being very open about it. But my juniors, | have to poke and prod and sort of get down to
what they understand what they know. And it's just a lot more difficult to do online.

VANESSA

Yep. Yep, | can totally imagine that. Well, you have talked a little bit about this. But | would like to ask,
if there was anything in particular that inspired you to pursue a career in STEM. Maybe even like,
further back when you were younger? Or, you know, was it a slow gradual process? Was there a
defining moment, you know, anything like that,

MAGGIE

Both my parents, as | mentioned earlier, our vets, so | think | was always brought up to sort of pursue a
career in STEM. Um, but not more from the science side of it. Like when | see STEM, | look at sort of the
whole overarching pieces of it. And then it was only really ever science, right? Sometimes STEM would
be used, but really, it was being used to mean biological science. So | think some of the defining
moments for me and sort of leaning over to the other portions of STEM would definitely be that
teacher I had in grade five and six. From then it was a lot of a slow, gradual process. But some of the
courses | took at Mount A in my undergrad really helped to sort of escalate that process. And then
when | started taking some computer science courses, and then when | got into my education degree,
and | was looking at Technology Education, and how that is one of the areas that is kind of lacking now,
like computer science is one of the only areas that kids go into university without the same backing
they do in other subjects. And | went to computer science, and | was like, oh, this is cool. I've never
done anything like it before.

VANESSA

Great. Yeah, right. Right. It's really interesting, because in British Columbia, the curriculum is starting
to really focus on things like computers and computer science, because | think they realize that it was a
big jump to go from what you just said, all the other sciences, and then oh, let's jump into computer
science in university and have no idea what's going on. So it's pretty cool that here in BC, they're
focusing on that.

MAGGIE

Yeah, it that's really impressive. And | know a lot of the provinces are focusing at different speeds, but |
know some of them are further along. And it's nice to hear BC is further along. Then | just think | rolled
into mathematics from there, if there was something that definitely contributed to the slow gradual
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board games with my family, and my brothers was really, | think helped set me up to be able to pursue
mathematics.

VANESSA
Right, right. Yeah, that's, that's a really interesting way to think about it, actually. And | have to ask,
What is your favorite board game?

MAGGIE
Catan, but specifically, the Cities in Knights expansion pack.

VANESSA
That is a good one. Um, so we've talked a lot about your education, which is awesome. And | was
wondering if you have any tips or tricks for students that are studying mathematics?

MAGGIE

Um, yeah, well, um, my first tip would be do not base your interest for mathematics on calculus, which
seems very counterintuitive for the fact that high school is this really long walk to calculus. And then
you do calculus, and then they're like, it's basically like, okay, yeah, we're never gonna do this again.
That's a lie, you do a little bit, you do some multivariable calculus, and then you look at it with real
analysis. But real analysis is really looking at calculus through really a basis of proofs and logic. So
people really do go into math thinking it's algorithm based, but it really is you're looking at proofs,
you're looking at logic, you're looking at just large, complex puzzles. So | really would say don't count
mathematics out based on calculus, but really do give at Mount Allison it's called discrete math. Well, |
only call it discrete. It might have been called discrete structures. | don't remember what the second
word was. But it's sort of a first or second year logic type course. Those are the ones that really give
you an understanding If you're cut out for mathematics, or if you if you like mathematics, because |
think some people don't like that real algorithm based part of math, and then they see the other part,
they really get interested. I'd also say that for math, sometimes, if you want to go and do a university
degree in mathematics, you have to learn when your brain just isn't going to work anymore. Because
very little of a mathematics degree, at least in my experience is memorization. Okay, so there are
formulas and sort of like patterns for how you do proofs. And like, there's patterns that fall their way
through, but you're not going to memorize your way through the degree. And sometimes you could be
looking at a problem and you just need a break. You just need to go have a break. Once when | was
doing research for Dr. Messenger, who | was talking about earlier, for graph theory, | didn't think my
brain could work anymore. | went and sat by the swan pond at Mount Allison, which no longer has
swans, which is great.

VANESSA
Oh no.

MAGGIE
No, the swans are evil they attack people!

VANESSA
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MAGGIE

Yeah, that reminds me of a book I'm actually listening to right now. And it's called Infinite Powers:
How Calculus Reveals the Secrets of the Universe. And it's a really, it's talking about mathematics and
calculus. But from the perspective, it just when you were talking, it reminded me of that, because it
really is providing that sort of insight and joy to mathematics. And for anyone who's looking to maybe
ignite a little bit of love of mathematics, and that understanding, especially with calculus, I'd highly
recommend it because it really does provide that joy and that context in a really user friendly way. But
| say that like math isn't user friendly when all math should be user friendly. That's why I like this book
so much.

VANESSA
We'll definitely put it in the show notes so people can check it out. Thank you. I'd really like to hear
where you see your career path taking you in like the next, you know, 5 to 10ish years.

MAGGIE
So as you mentioned in my little intro, I'm starting my master's of Education at Mount St. Vincent
University in the fall.

VANESSA
Congratulations.

MAGGIE
Thank you. I'm doing it part time while I'm teaching. So we'll see how great | feel about that next year.
I'm estimating not great.

VANESSA
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MAGGIE
Success for myself, would really look like a little bit more of a work life balance.

VANESSA
Ah, that's my next question too.

MAGGIE

So success for myself would look like a little bit more of a work life balance. But success for myself also
looks like continuing my education constantly. Part of the reason I'm in education is because | love
learning. So learning new things, accomplishing new things, reading new books, trying new things,
really, figuring out what works and doesn't, but also maybe stopping work at like 5pm would be a
really great goal right now.

VANESSA
Nice. Sorry, I don't mean to laugh. I just I know how that goes.

MAGGIE

Yeah, | don't know if that's gonna be a long term goal. But yeah, I think it'll be forever. But yeah, that's
sort of what I look like for success. But also, like, if when students leave me and 10%, less of them hate
mathematics, that would feel like success, because there are so many people who come in with this
idea that they're not a math person.

VANESSA
You're talking to one.

MAGGIE
So like, just 10% less of the students said that | would feel really good. Just because there really is an
image problem for mathematics.

VANESSA

Yeah, | mean, | think it's like, so much of it is just how, like you said, it's approached in school. And |
think | really only had one math teacher in my school history that really made me understand why
math is important. And that I think, for people who, you know, are not going to go on and become
mathematicians. Some of us really need that understanding and that connection, so yeah, | think that's
a really, that's a really good goal. 10% great. Um, so yeah, you talked a little bit about work life balance,
which was going to be a question of mine, but I would love to know how you deal with stress because,
let me tell you, | am married to a teacher. | know that teaching can be extremely stressful. So what are
your tips?

MAGGIE
Um, | try to separate myself from it the best | can. At the end of the day, | mentioned that | paint for
mindfulness earlier. Sometim
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