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Math whiz kids spend the night at school

BY EILEEN SOLER

Most kids can hardly wait to dash home Fridays, but at 6 p.m. a week ago, 42 Hollywood children rushed to get back to school for an overnight mathematics party.

''It's really not school at all -- it's a sleepover,'' said Skyler Radford, 9, of Oakridge Elementary School.

Led by Kim Johnson, who teaches the school's fourth- and fifth-grade intellectually gifted class, the children towed pillows, sleeping bags and teddy bears to the media center, then hunkered down at computers to compete in a national Internet challenge called First in Math Online.

Johnson said the children represented the school's 33 teams that play for points against other teams around the country.

Last year, Oakridge's original two teams, one from Johnson's class and the other from Pauline Watson's second- and third-grade gifted class, ranked third in Florida for grades one through eight and first in the nation among fourth-graders.

The challenge, based on a game series created by University of Pennsylvania graduate Robert Sun in 1988, inspires kids to sharpen skills from single-digit addition to multistep algebra.

''Playing math games on a computer is better than playing video games because we earn things. We win stickers, really get great in math, earn high ranks and maybe even get our names in the newspaper,'' said Athena Hood, 9.

Oakridge ranked first in the nation overall with a little less than 250,000 combined points at the start of the math marathon.

Johnson said kids are gung-ho to stay tops on the chart and raring to win a challenge posed by Principal Alan Gatzke. He promised to do something wacky if the school makes one million points by late May.

Last year only four schools in the country reached the one million mark.

''We see a lot of competition among our kids but tonight, for this, we unify -- all stickers will go into the same pot,'' Johnson said.

One ''wacky'' idea puts Gatzke, dressed as the school's owl mascot, at Sheridan Street and Dixie Highway waving a sign reading, ``I am the principal of Oakridge Elementary School.''

Gatzke, who stayed overnight with other adults including Johnson, media specialist Joan Geismar and teacher's assistant Janelle Offret, said the math questions are not easy even for educated adults.

''Let's just say I'm still learning,'' Gatzke said.

The children earned about 12,000 points from Friday evening through 8 a.m. Saturday. A pizza dinner, an ice cream snack and movie time provided math breaks, but not because kids insisted.

''More than half the children did not want to turn the computers off,'' Johnson said.

The last fell asleep about 2 a.m. Adults soon followed.

Johnson awoke at 6 a.m.

Fifteen minutes later every child was back in the game.

''We're all about winning the battle of math,'' said Ricardo Macias, 10.
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