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Neath studies, teaches the uncertainties of life
Statistics is defined as the science of 

decision making in the face of uncertainty. 
And, as we all know, life is full of uncer-
tainties. Should we buy insurance? Should 
we play the lottery? Someone who studies 
and teaches about situations involving 
uncertainty is Andrew Neath, a professor 
in the department of mathematics and 
statistics at Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville.

Neath was born in Chicago and received 
his bachelor’s degree in applied math-
ematics from California State University 
at Chico and his master’s and doctorate 
degrees in statistics from the University 
of California at Davis. Math has always 
played a dominant role in his life. Both of 
his parents are mathematicians.

“At home we were subjected to math 
even in our movies,” Neath said. “I 
remember our parents bringing home the 
movie ‘Donald in Math Magic Land,’ a 
Disney film.”

His interest in math goes well beyond 
the abstract. He once supervised a student 
project related to gambling.

“Blackjack is the only casino game 
where, if it is played correctly, is in the 
player’s favor,” he said. “Now the casinos 
don’t do anything about this because it is 
only a slight edge in their favor and most 
players don’t play that way. But if you 
play blackjack correctly the game is in 
your favor,” explained Neath.

When it comes to explaining gaming 
theory to his students, Neath said that 
he is fascinated with how they respond 
to the whole notion that a lot of human 
behavior is based on unconscious bets we 
make about whether or not certain things 
will happen.

“What is surprising is how often humans 
actually go against their best instincts,” 
Neath said. “Humans, for example, have 
evolved to the point where they, for what-
ever reason, feel a loss or hurt more than 
they feel a gain or a happiness from win-
ning and so that leads to some irrational 
behavior. If we could set aside personal 
and emotional feelings as poker players 
would have to do, we would make better 
decisions.”

Given the extremely low odds of win-
ning the lottery, one wonders to what 
extent statisticians like Neath play it. “I 
do not play the lottery,” he answered 
firmly.

Odds of one in 250 million are too much 
of a long shot, he said.

Another area in which statisticians like 
Neath provide advice is insurance. In 
many ways both the client and the com-
pany are making bets on something going 
very wrong.

“Insurance is appropriate for models 
where you have a very small likelihood 
of something occurring but when it does 
occur it has an extreme impact,” Neath 
said. “For example, there is very little 
chance that your house would burn down, 
yet if that were to occur that would 
be a catastrophic loss and so insurance 
is a way of protecting yourself against 
these very unlikely events but events that 
would have a disproportionate loss.”

Because of the many applications of 
Neath’s work, he gets lots of students 
interested in what he does. “I would like 

to think it is because what I do is inter-
esting,” he said. “I get students from all 
sorts of different backgrounds. I ran into 
two former students recently, both went 

on to get degrees in business, both are 
highly successful. One used to work at 
the Federal Reserve Bank and he is now a 
professor. Another is trading in the energy 

market and is highly successful in that 
and both of them say that their statistical 
training has helped them in their decision 
making.”

Now, Neath is working on projects that 
have an application in politics. “I am 
working on a problem involving voting 
theory and it is very fascinating,” he said. 
“People think that elections are very easy, 
that everybody casts a vote and the can-
didate with the most votes is the winner. 
Even when we have something like the 
Florida election in 2000, the focus was on 
who got more votes, George Bush or Al 
Gore. And politics aside, that is still some-
what questionable although the ruling 
went in favor of George Bush. But what is 
really the bigger underlying issue is, who 
should have won the election in a more 
mathematical sense.” How did math play 
such a large role in that election?

“Well there was a spoiler involved and 
that was Ralph Nader,” Neath said. “There 
was a spoiler on the conservative side but 
not to the same extent. There is very little 
doubt that between Gore and Bush, Gore 
is more popular, and very little doubt that 
between Gore and Nader, Gore was more 
popular.

"And so you have got these problems in 
voting theory that are not just solved by 
pluralistic ways of voting and so we have 
those same sorts of problems in statistical 
decision making as well.”

Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the College 
of Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” 
can be heard every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. 
on WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be reached at 
College_Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Dr. Neath in his lab.
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 Simon, a former law professor at Southern 
Illinois University Carbondale who is serving her 
first term as lieutenant governor, said high school 
mathematics instruction must be improved “to 
blur the lines between high school and college.”

Too often, she said, students learn math in high 
school then start over again when they enter col-
lege.

Simon said she is promoting improvements to 
state ethics laws that would reveal more informa-

tion on statements of economic interest that must 
be filed by political candidates. Most questions 
on the form now can be answered by checking 
the “not applicable” box, she said.

Simon and her husband, Perry Knop, a profes-
sor of political science at John A. Logan College, 
publish a detailed statement of their personal 
assets and income on the lieutenant governor’s 
Web page.

To a question about debt that so many students 
take on to pay for their education, Simon said 
the Illinois Monetary Award grants to students 
attending Illinois colleges is an important source 
of support that should be protected.

“There are ways of earning a living that 
are cut off to people because of their debt 

load,” Simon said.
Before her talk at SIUE, Simon and her husband 

visited Columbus Elementary School, where she 
found students who enthusiastically told her 
about their study of electricity and how it is 
stored.

She said she would like to see more instruc-
tion that tied subject matter to future applica-
tions, such as “here’s the connection between 
trigonometry and engineering,” to better engage 
students.

Simon is the daughter of the late Paul Simon, 
who rose from a young newspaper publisher in 
Troy to serve in the Illinois House and Senate, 
was elected lieutenant governor, was a U.S. repre-
sentative and served two terms as U.S. senator.
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In the press release announcing Badasch’s decision, a list of CARD’s accom-
plishments during his tenure was included.

Among those were the development of: Schnuck Memorial Park, Splash 
City Family Waterpark, Willoughby Heritage Farm and Conservation Reserve, 
and Pleasant Ridge Park in Maryville.

“Parks and recreation is about change and doing new things,” Badasch said 
in the release. “When someone tells me that they don’t use our parks or our 
facilities, then I have to say, ‘I’m sorry, but you’re really missing something 
good in your life.’ People who use our facilities and programs see the value 
in CARD.”

Mary Ann Bitzer, president of CARD’s Board of Commissioners, said 
Badasch and his vision will be missed.

“I’m very proud of everything we’ve accomplished over the last 20 years,” 
Bitzer said in the release. “It’s due to Mark’s efforts, at the direction of the 
board, that CARD has become such a diverse park district. He was able to take 
our vision and make it happen. I wish him all the best.”

Along with his position with CARD, Badasch serves on the Collinsville 
Chamber of Commerce Executive Board, the Collinsville Economic 
Development Commission, Collinsville Progress, the International Horseradish 
Festival Committee and is past president of the Illinois Park and Recreation 
Association, Southern Illinois Park and Recreation Association and the 
Collinsville Sunrise Kiwanis Club.

Badasch said he plans to spend his retirement visiting his children and 
traveling.

He did not rule out the possibility of taking another position in the future.
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While some members did show 
up and asked questions “there was 
not one suggestion on how we can 
reduce this levy, not one suggestion 
on how to reduce this budget,” he 
said.

“It’s easy to sit on your behind 
and say ‘Cut the budget, lower the 
levy’ but not make any sugges-
tions.”

The overall 2012 budget is $128.3 
million, 2 percent less than last 
year. The general fund portion is 
about $43 million, down more than 
$293,418 from last year.

But Madison County Board 
Chairman Alan Dunstan said that 
to make that cut the county would 
have to dip into reserves. “If we cut 
the levy, we’re going to be laying 
off more people,” he said. “We have 
done what other forms of govern-
ment have not done.”

Brenda Roosevelt is a Democrat 
who represents Glen Carbon’s 

District 26. Before the votes were 
taken, first on Slusser’s proposal 
and then on the budget resolution, 
Roosevelt told colleagues that she 
was surprised to hear any opposi-
tion to the proposed budget. “This 
is the first I’ve heard of any concern 
about the budget,” she said. “I’m 
not comfortable voting on decreas-
ing it with the specifics he’s talking 
about it when I just heard about it 
three minutes ago . . . I don’t know 
what he’s getting at.”

The budget passed on a 19-
9 vote, with the no votes coming 
from Slusser, Ciampoli, Judy Kuhn, 
Roger Alons, Katherine Smith, Steve 
Adler, Mike Walters, Jean Myers 
and Tom McRae.

After the meeting, Roosevelt 
continued to express exasperation. 
The budget proposal, after all, 
had been passed unanimously by 
the Finance Committee. “It’s very 
political,” she said. “My constitu-
ents have said to me ‘Do not raise 
our taxes,’ and my main concern 
with this budget is that it does 
not raise taxes on my constituents. 
That’s why I supported it. And 
then to come to this meeting . . .”
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The money to pay them will now come out of money that usually goes to 
local governments. 

“Cities, townships, libraries, every taxing body will see a little bit less than 
a 1 percent tax reduction,” said Madison County Administrator Joe Parente. 
“That could range from a couple hundred dollars to a couple thousand dol-
lars, depending on what they receive.”

The legislation shifts the burden of paying regional superintendents from 
the state’s general revenue fund to local taxpayers through the Personal 
Property Replacement Tax fund, or PPRT fund.

Using the PPRT fund to fund the salaries was opposed by many lawmak-
ers, Daiber said.

Regional superintendents conduct school safety checks, run programs for 
truant and troubled children, and more.

Madison County pays about 10 percent of Daiber’s salary, and more than 
$500,000 a year from its general fund goes to keep the office open. That pays 
the salaries of 14 clerks, bookkeepers and other employees as well as over-
head costs. The ROE also employees 39 workers whose salaries are paid for 
with state and federal grants.

The new legislation lasts until June 30. In the meantime, a committee has 
been formed to try to come up with a long-term solution for how to pay for 
the state’s 44 regional superintendents. 

One option is to abolish the office altogether and split the ROE’s respon-
sibilities among the state, and local community colleges and school districts. 
Another is to consolidate the ROEs into circuit districts; locally, that would 
mean that a single office would serve Madison and Bond counties. 

Madison County Board Chairman Alan Dunstan declined to discuss which 
option he prefers. Instead, he criticized Quinn’s handling of the situation. 

“The way the whole thing was handled was a fiasco,” he said. “If they want 
to transition then say so, and tell us how you’re going to do it. That never 
happened. We were in limbo.”

In addition to pay for the rest of the fiscal year, through the end of June, the 
regional superintendents will receive back pay and credit for their pensions.

But the delay put a strain on them, and last month St. Clair County 
Regional Superintendent Brad Harriman retired to run for Congress.

Dunstan praised Daiber for continuing to come to work. “I don’t know 
how many people in the public or private sector would continue doing what 
Bob Daiber has done, without a paycheck for five months.”

Friday, Nov. 18
Evening with an Artist: Faye Malench of Malench Glass, Lost Arts & 

Antiques, Edwardsville, 6 to 9 p.m.
Drawings by Ron Kovatch and Harvest: A Ceramics Invitational, 

Edwardsville Arts Center, Wednesday to Saturday, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.. Exhibit 
runs through Nov. 18. 

David Noonan and Emily Wardill: Sick Serena and Dregs and Wreck and 
Wreck, Tuesday to Saturday, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., Open 
late until 8 p.m. Thursday, Contemporary Art Museum, St. Louis. Exhibits 
run through Dec. 30

Monet’s Water Lilies, Tuesday through Sunday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Friday 10 
a.m. to 9 p.m., St. Louis Art Museum, Forest Park, St. Louis. 

The Saps, Stagger Inn Again, 10 p.m., 21+
Smokestack Lightning, Laurie’s Place (back bar), Edwardsville, 9:30 p.m. 

to 1:30 a.m.
Warner Drive, Machine Gun Kelly, The Firebird, St. Louis, Doors 7:30 p.m.; 

Show 8 p.m.
The Urge, The Pageant, St. Louis, Doors 7 p.m.; Show 8 p.m.
Bruckner 7, 10:30 a.m. Coffee Concert, Powell Symphony Hall, St. Louis

Saturday, Nov. 19
Matt Beatty Tribute Benefit for Metro East Humane Society (multiple 

bands), Stagger Inn Again, 10 p.m., 21+
Jam Session w/ Mo’ Pleasure (front bar), 2 to 6 p.m./ Hobo Jungle 

(back bar), 9:30 p.m. to 1:30 a.m., Laurie’s Place, Edwardsville
Kings Go Forth, The Pageant, St. Louis, Doors 8:30 p.m.; Show 9:30 p.m.
Bruckner 7, 8 p.m., Powell Symphony Hall, St. Louis
David Noonan and Emily Wardill: Sick Serena and Dregs and Wreck and 

Wreck, Tuesday to Saturday, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sunday, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., Open 
late until 8 p.m. Thursday, Contemporary Art Museum, St. Louis. Exhibits 
run through Dec. 30

Monet’s Water Lilies, Tuesday through Sunday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Friday 10 
a.m. to 9 p.m., St. Louis Art Museum, Forest Park, St. Louis. Runs through 
Jan. 22.

Reflections of the Buddha, Wednesday, noon to 5 p.m., Saturday, 10 a.m. 
to 5 p.m., Pulitzer Foundation for the Arts, St. Louis. Exhibit runs through 
March 12. 

Sunday, Nov. 20
I Fight Dragons, The Firebird, St. Louis, Doors 7:30 p.m.; Show 8 p.m.
St. Louis Symphony Youth Orchestra, 3 p.m., Powell Symphony Hall, St. 

Louis
Monet’s Water Lilies, Tuesday through Sunday 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., Friday 10 

a.m. to 9 p.m., St. Louis Art Museum, Forest Park, St. Louis. Runs through 
Jan. 22.
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Lt. Gov. Sheila Simon responded to a student’s question at Columbus Elementary School on Thursday while in Edwardsville 
for a planned speaking engagement at SIUE. Simon was speaking at the university to address the need for public higher 
education.


