Survivor
Based on the TV show, Survivor, it’s basically just a twist on collaborative learning… a FUN twist!  I’ll tell you the official rules of the game in a minute, but let me explain my motivation first… 

If I just stand there and lecture, the students will get bored.  Also, as you know, math always looks easy when someone else is doing it, so they sit there and think it’s easy.  They don’t think they have to do any homework.  They fail.  

But, we all know that math is not a spectator sport, so, if I put them in groups (tribes) and have them work through the material on their own (with my help), several things will happen:

1. Students will build critical thinking skills (Let’s be real here, most students are required to take math for the thinking skills it develops – not because they’ll really need to factor those polynomials when they get out in the real world!)

2. Students gets involved in their own learning 

3. A lot of the anxiety will be taken out of being in a math class and test nerves will be eased   

4. The student’s ability to learn math (and other things) on his/her own will be strengthened 

5. It will builds the student’s confidence with math 

6. It will increase exam performance and retention of material learned   

7. It will provide students with a deeper understanding of the material (since they’ll be explaining it to others)   

8. It will help students get to know their fellow students and their teacher better.   

By the way, I only officially "lecture" about 2 or 3 hours the entire semester!!  (When I see that there is a general confusion on difficult material - usually functions and logarithms.)  And you know what? It's like a teacher's dream come true!  The students hang on my every word - asking important questions and saying things like "Oh, that's what I was doing wrong!"  It's amazing.  They really get into it!
The rest of the time, they work in their groups and I run around and do spot tutoring. 

Here are the official rules of the game (This is what I had out to the students):   
Each player will be placed into a tribe based on his/her pre-test score. 

· Tribes will be balanced as well as possible based on the perceived abilities of its members. 

· Switching tribes is not allowed.  Once you are placed in a tribe, you have to stay there. 

· Tribes may be merged (as players withdraw from the game (class)) at the sole discretion of your Survivor Algebra host, Karen. 

· A tribe may be disbanded at any time (again, at the sole discretion of your Survivor host) if it has become dysfunctional. 

· An individual may be removed from the tribe if they have become disruptive to the rest of the tribe. 

· The tribes will compete in approximately # exam challenges throughout the course of the game. 

· For a tribe to win an exam challenge, the tribe must have the highest average exam challenge score. 

· The prize for each exam challenge is 5 bonus points for each non-excluded* tribe member. 

· *The class before each exam challenge, individual tribes will vote by secret ballot to exclude one tribe member’s score from their exam challenge average.  The excluded tribe member’s name will only be known by Karen and will not be announced to the tribe.  The excluded tribe member will only become aware that he/she was excluded in the event that his/her tribe has won… Since there will be no bonus points added on his/her exam. 

· In the event of a tie between two or more tribes, each tribe involved will receive the prize. 

· Tribe members will not be allowed to sit by each other during the exam challenges. 

· The individual player with the highest score going into the final exam challenge is the Survivor Algebra winner and will receive a special prize... Immunity from the final exam!  In the event of a tie both players will win immunity. 

· PLAY FAIR!  No fair telling another team false info so they bomb their exam challenge!  This will be considered cheating. 

· Tribes are encouraged to interact and help each other… The main goal of the game is for EVERYONE to kill on the exam challenges! 

· *The reason that I have each tribe vote out one member’s score before each exam is so they don’t have a single slacker bring the tribe grade down.   

(Note (08/26/02) This semester, I'm going to try simply dropping the tribe's lowest score and forego the voting.  I forgot to have them vote a couple of times.  I'll let you know how it goes.) 

Note:  Although the “winning” is based on a tribal average, each tribe member still receives his or her own exam score for the course. 

What's the final prize (since I can't afford the million dollars)? The sole Survivor wins immunity from the final exam! 
I’m sure you are asking by now, “Well?  Does it work?” 

The answer is a resounding “YES!”  For the students who work diligently at the process, it works!  The slackers fail, but they would have failed anyway.  My success rate was higher than the nation averages for these courses... and it's been higher than my own Intermediate Algebra courses in the past.  I get about 75% of them through now (and I don't give easy exams!)  

 

How do I form the tribes? 

On the first day of class, I give the students a non-graded pretest consisting of 6 Beginning Algebra questions.  As you all probably know, just because they’ve “passed” Beginning Algebra, it doesn’t necessarily mean that they still KNOW any Beginning Algebra!  These pretests are very telling. 

I grade the pre-test on a 1-12 point system with 12 being perfect and, based on my experience, I rank the student’s info sheet with a 1, 2, 3 or 4.  (Students who get 1’s are attempting the course for the second or third time and students who get 4’s had Algebra 2 in high school.)  I add their pre-test score with their info sheet score for what I call their “potential success score” and put this at the top of their info sheet and order these sheets with the best on the top and the worst on the bottom. 

I, then, decide how many tribes I want (with 5-6 members in each)… put the tribe names out on my office floor and deal out the info sheets like a deck of cards in poker.  I double-check the total potential success scores for each tribe to make sure that each tribe’s total is about the same and I’m done! 
Here are the tribe names Newtongon, Quotiedor, Numa, Pascalos, Calcula, Fractoanan, Subtracto, Pentanos, Arithmatog, Decimos and Algekor

