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Mathematics firsthand.
Call (509) 527-2091 or
go to wallawalla.edu/

WWU Gives Math Student
Head Start at Investment Firm

J

ohnny Jesson, Walla Walla University
senior math major, sat nervously waiting
for his interview to begin at T. Rowe Price,
a global investment management firm. Less
than one month before, he had sent in his
application and had then gone through a
series of phone interviews. Now he was in

visit to schedule a time.

Did you know?
Mathematician was the
No. 1 job in a recent
study ranking the best

Summer 2009

Teamwork: Johnny Jesson ‘09
(foreground) credits WWU math
department chair Ken Wiggins and
other faculty for his success.

Baltimore for a full day of interviews.
“The first question everyone asked me was,
‘Where and what is Walla Walla?’ ” Jesson
recalls with a laugh. Most of the more than
200 applicants came from MIT, Stanford,
Princeton, UC Berkeley, Johns Hopkins, and
other top-rated schools across the nation.
During lunch with the T. Rowe Price
program director, “she said something told
her not to ignore me,” says Jesson. “So
she looked up Walla Walla University and
discovered that it was a good school. That’s
when she decided to give me a chance.”
On Dec. 18, 2008, Jesson was offered a
two-year fellowship. He was one of only two
people selected in the United States.
“I cannot say how excited I am,” says
Jesson. “I owe a lot of it to the best math
department in the country. Nowhere else
will you find professors as committed and
interested in the success of their students as
they are here at WWU.”
Jesson began his fellowship in June 2009,
following his graduation with a bachelor’s of
science degree in applied mathematics, and
a minor in economics.

(and worst) jobs in the
United States! Actuary
and statistician, also
math-related jobs,
came in second and
third for the best jobs.

Options Abound for Math Majors
If you graduate with a math major, there are
a number of career paths you can choose.
Here are just a few:
• Actuarial science, which applies math
and statistics to finance and insurance.
• Computer science, which studies the
theoretical foundations of information and
computation as applied to computer
systems.

• Cryptography, with applications, for example, in the security of ATM cards and
computer passwords to conceal information.
• Finance, which addresses how individuals, businesses, and organizations raise, allocate, and use money over time, taking risks
into account.
Continued on page 3
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Haynal Teaches More Than Numbers

I

California, Santa Barbara, for her graduate
work. Her focus was on abstract algebra.
But she took a three-year hiatus from writing
her dissertation after her son was born.
It was Haynal’s graduate school adviser
who played a major role in the completion
of her degree.
“He called me on the phone one day and
asked if I wanted to finish my research and
complete my dissertation,”
Haynal says.
“I am so glad I finished
my dissertation because it
opened up opportunities to
help students understand
math,” says Haynal.
That adviser’s personal
touch inspired Haynal
to incorporate a similar
attitude into her own
teaching. “Each person is
an individual. Each student
looks at the problem from
a different angle. I try to
help them understand
math their way.”
Haynal, assistant professor of mathematics,
specializes in ring theory
and can be reached at
Finding the fun in math. WWU Professor Heidi
(509) 527-2350 or by
Haynal, PhD, (left) and student Jessica de Oro
e-mail at heidi.haynal@
discuss probability, part of Finite Mathematics.
wallawalla.edu.

n the Walla Walla University Department
of Mathematics, Heidi Haynal, PhD, one
of our newest faculty members, is discovering
the joys of teaching.
“I want to help people gain confidence in
their ability to do mathematics. I went to
graduate school because I needed a doctorate
in order to teach,” she says.
Haynal chose to attend the University of

Ken Wiggins, PhD, Chair
Professor of Mathematics
Specialty: approximation
theory, numerical analysis
ken.wiggins@wallawalla.edu
(509) 527-2088

Tim Tiffin, DA
Professor of Mathematics
Specialty: combinatorics,
probability, number theory
tim.tiffin@wallawalla.edu
(509) 527-2087

Alumna Interview
It was the Calc that did
it... Find out how Andrea
Hawkins, who graduated
in 2005 with a bachelor’s
degree in mathematics,
got interested in math at
math.wallawalla.edu.

Recommend
the best...
Know any bright minds that
excel in math? Let us know
about them. Call or e-mail
the staff in the Department
of Mathematics.

From WWU to WSU:

Math Mentors Inspire Vixie

K

evin Vixie always knew he wanted to
study mathematics. What he didn’t
know was what he was going to do once he
graduated.
Vixie, who graduated in 1984 with a
degree in mathematics, is now an associate
professor at Washington State University,
where he and a colleague have created
the Data Challenge Cooperative. This
cooperative is focusing on developing a
sustainable interdisciplinary research and
education environment where students
and professors can connect and collaborate
on their ideas and innovations.
“My corner of the universe concerns
challenges faced by scientists and analysts
due to the increasingly overwhelming data
sets they are presented with,” Vixie says.
Formerly, Vixie was a member of the
technical staff at Los Alamos National
Laboratory. While there he founded his first
research team and worked on data challenges
and geometric analyses.
“I didn’t have goals for a job or career after
college. I knew I needed to study math and
pursue my violin,” Vixie says.
“Math is what I’m gifted at so it is what
I do. I truly believe that everyone is deeply
gifted—everyone has something that they
are a genius at,” says Vixie.

Connections: The right teachers, says
Kevin Vixie ‘84, are what put him on
the path to a rewarding math career.

“Walla Walla was the right place for me.
It was a smaller pond, and you didn’t get
lost in the crowd,” Vixie says. “I found
mentors there that were extraordinary. Tom
Thompson and Ken Wiggins were always
there to encourage me to keep trying.”

For math majors, continued
• Biotechnology, where a mathematical
background is helpful in understanding
things like DNA and proteins.
• Teaching at the secondary level.
Graduating with a math major also gives you
a good foundation for going on to a graduate
or professional school.
A study of 550,000 college students’
scores on admission tests for graduate and
professional schools showed that students
majoring in mathematics received scores

Tom Thompson, PhD
Professor of Mathematics
Specialty: algebra
tom.thompson@wallawalla.edu
(509) 527-2182
Distinguished Faculty
Lecturer, 2009

markedly higher than the average.
The study, by the National Institute of
Education, compared the scores of college
students who took the LSAT and GSAT over
the previous 18 years.

Jonathan Duncan, PhD
Associate Professor
of Mathematics
Specialty: logic, set theory
jonathan.duncan@wallawalla.edu
(509) 527-2097
Presidential Excellence in
Teaching Award, 2009
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Taking the Toughest Math Test
Putnam SCOREs
Walla Walla University
is the only Seventh-day
Adventist university that
regularly offers training
for and administers the
Putnam.
We first offered it in
1979, when one of our
students scored in the
84th percentile.
In 2006 a WWU student
scored in the 89th
percentile and in 2007
in the 78th percentile.
For more about the
Putnam competition, see
the main article at right.

T

he grueling William Lowell Putnam
Mathematics Competition is held every
year on the first Saturday in December at
universities across the U.S. and Canada.
The competition was founded in 1927 by
Elizabeth Lowell Putnam in memory of her
husband William Lowell Putnam. Offered
annually since 1938, it has been called
the “World’s Toughest Math Test” by Time
magazine and consists of 12 problems to be
solved over six hours. Each problem is worth
10 points.
Of the several thousand students taking
the exam each year, the majority usually
score either a one or a zero. A score of 60

points will place you in the top 1 percentile.
Only three times has someone received a
perfect score.
Walla Walla University is the only Adventist
university that regularly offers training for
and administers the Putnam.Since the test
is given on Saturday, WWU students are
allowed to take the test after sundown so
they can observe the Sabbath. The math
professors spend all day with students
starting at 8 a.m. As part of this arrangement,
students must remain relatively isolated from
the Internet or phone calls.
The WWU Department of Mathematics
offers a class in the fall to prepare students.

Pop Quiz! Try This Putnam Puzzler
What is the maximum number of rational points that can lie on a circle in the plane whose center is
not a rational point? (A rational point is a point both of whose coordinates are rational numbers.)
Discover the answer at math.wallawalla.edu.
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