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BIANCA NOGRADY is a freelance science journalist, broadcaster and author, who is yet to meet a piece of scientific research she doesn't find fascinating. In more than a decade of freelance reporting, she has written for publications including
Scientific American, Nature, The Australian, Ecos, Australian Doctor, Medicine Today
and the ABC's health, science and environment websites, covering everything from nanomedicine and penis size to quantum physics and supernovae. She is author of
The End: The human experience of death
, which attempts to answer the questions we have about death but are too afraid to ask. She also co-authored
The Sixth Wave: How to succeed in a resource-limited world.
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Foreword

Adam Spencer

My love of numbers began way, way back.

Certainly as far back as second grade at Boronia Park Infants School in Sydney under the sagacious tutelage of Ms Russell.

Ms Russell was awesome. I can say without fear of contradiction that she had a great influence on my academic life and I'm sure she had a tremendous impact on the lives of countless other kids over the years.

Big call for a kid who was seven at the time but one I make confidently.

You see, speaking of confidence, as a young 'un I don't recall being short of it. I didn't take to calling my self â€˜The Spence' until a good 25 years had passed, but if giving yourself a third person nickname had been the done thing in 1976 I imagine I'd have been way up for it.

The Spence Jr loved his maths. He loved times tables: â€˜Miss, why do we stop at the 12s?', he lived for addition algorithms, and just the promise of one day doing long division drew him like a nerdy moth to a geeky flame.

But therein lay the problem. It's fair to say I loved my maths a fair bit more than the average seven-year-old in class 2R Boronia Park 1976. And while I thought I was helping by offering
to answer every question, and while I thought I had a right to be aggrieved when Ms Russell could clearly see my hand up but refused to acknowledge me, even though I'd answered the last seven questions correctly and was therefore a pretty safe option for question number eight, in fact, I wasn't really helping anyone. I had become what primary school teachers euphemistically describe as â€˜that kid'.

It was into this swirling world of confusion and frustration that Ms Russell strode one lunchtime as she took me aside and uttered words that would change my life forever.

â€˜Adam, after lunch we're going to try these ten sums in the book. I bet that if instead of coming to class, you went to the library, you wouldn't be able to finish all 50 questions in the chapter, in the time it takes us to do ten.'

This challenge was like a red rag to a very nerdy seven-year-old bull. As the bell rang I raced to class, gathered my textbook, exercise book and not one, but two trusty HB pencils (you always have to build in a protection against system failure) and pounded down to the library as fast as my chubby legs would carry me. â€˜You just watch me, Ms Russell.'

I finished the 50 questions in a whirl of delight and got back to room 2R just as the class was wrapping up problem number ten. I waited until the next break in class, quietly put my 50 answers on Ms Russell's desk: â€˜Don't worry Miss, I've checked them' (I was SUCH a nerd) and resumed my seat.

This intervention by Ms Russell channelled my atavistic desire for arithmetic in a way that didn't distract the class, and it was sheer genius â€“ a perfect example of great teaching. The right tool for the right student (who might have unwittingly been a bit of a tool himself) at exactly the right time.

My love for numbers was set for life.

Fast forward 20 years and another seminal moment. I suddenly had the realisation, midway through attempting a PhD in
pure mathematics, that while in a room full of randomly selected people I'm a â€˜maths genius', in a room of Pure Maths PhDs â€¦ I'm as dumb as a box of spoons. It simply wasn't the gig for me.

What I did realise though was that for every genuine maths genius, or world-class biologist, or astronomer royale, there is a role for public lovers of science and champions of the cause. Roles for people like me to take these discoveries, these understandings, these brilliantly framed questions and tell the world why they are important.

Please don't misinterpret me. I'm not suggesting that most of these assembled authors are, in certain contexts, as dumb as boxes of cutlery. I wholly reserve that title for myself. In fact, some of them are both researchers
and
great communicators. To them I say â€˜pull your head in pal â€“ no one likes an overachiever'.
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