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Vegas comes to Ohlone,

By ERIC DORMAN
Editor-in-chief

Don't quit your day jobs, folks.

It may not have been the conclusion stu-
dents were looking for at Friday’s Brown
Bag Science Seminar, but it was the advice
Math Instructor Jeff O’ Connell gavetothose
hopingto* beat thesystem,” LasVegas-style,
through card counting.

“I'm not saying you shouldn’t count
cards...[but] | don't think it will work out
aswell asyou think it will,” O’ Connell told
the packed house at the seminar, entitled
“21—The Math Behind The Movie.” Inthe
talk, O’ Connell examined how likely itisfor
oneto consistently makemoney at blackjack
and other card games through card counting
(answer: not very) and whether the claims
of the card counting-based movie“21” were
exaggerated (probably).

“21,” afilmreleased in March, chronicles
thestory of how 6 MIT studentsmademillions
incasinosthrough card counting—theprocess
of keeping track of the cards already played
from a deck and modifying one’s bet based
on the odds of a particular card appearing.
“21" isbased on atrue story, but O’ Connell
suggested, through math and card-playing
demonstrations, that the claims might have
been exaggerated.

O’ Connell began the talk with a simple
premise: “If youwanttotry to beat thesystem,
you have to understand the system.” Under-
standing the system, O’ Connell explained,
has to start with understanding “expected
value”—the average loss or gain a player
can expect to see in a given game. A game
in which the odds are in your favor will
have a positive expected value, whileonein
which the odds are against you will have a
negative one.

Butingeneral, there’'snoneedto calcul ate
the expected value in a casino game. Why?
“Every single game played in a casino has
anegative expected value,” said O’ Connell.
“Negative expected value is the system.”

Thisisn't to say it's not possible to win
money inagameat acasino, said O’ Connell.
Infact, aquick poll reveal ed that many of the

audience had. If you only play agiven game
a small number of times, the probability of
winning, while low, is still significant. How-
ever, if you play many games, theprobability
of comingout ahead decreasesdrastically—a
rule known as the “law of large numbers.”
Thus, while some bettors playing roulette,
for example, may walk away from the table
with more money than they started with, the
vast majority will lose money. It is the law
of large numbersthat the casinos are betting
on, and it's because of thisthat they are able
to pull in a steady cash flow (for example, a
roul etteplayer canexpecttolose, onaverage,
5 cents per $1 bet).

So if the expected value is always nega-
tive, how can one consistently make money
at a casino game? While it is statistically
impossible to consistently make money at a
gameof chancelikeroulette, said O’ Connell,
games of strategy—Ilike blackjack—are a
different story. In roulette, every spin of the
marble is independent (in other words, it is
not influenced by prior spins), but in black-

Photo by Eric Dorman

Math Instructor Jeff O’Connell gambles with students at
Friday's Brown Bag Science Seminar.

jack, cards already played do influence later
hands (because the already-played cards are
no longer in the deck).

This fact is vital for the success of card
counting, O’ Connell explained. Inblackjack,
higher cards tend to form better hands than
low ones, soacommon card-counting scheme
(called the “high/low strategy”) callsfor the
bettor to assign each card played from the
deck either a“+1" if the card islow or “-1"
if it's high. This way, a player who keeps
track of the“count” of the deck can maintain
arough idea of the odds of a particular card
coming up. For example, a deck with alow
count still has many low cardsin it, whilea
deck with ahigh count is stocked with valu-
able face cards (suggesting that it's a good
time to bet).

With alittlemore math, the player can ob-
tainamoreaccurateassessment of thedeck’s
content by cal culating the “true count” —the
basic count divided by the number of decks
left.

All this math pays dividends, said

if only for a day

O’ Connell, whenthetruecount climbsabove

+2"—at thispoint, the player hasaone per-
cent advantage over thehouse. Itiswith high
counts like these that the charactersin “21”
made their millions, and it was with these
kindsof countsthat other educated gamblers
could presumably make their fortunes, too.

To test how well this really worked,
O’ Connell staged anexperiment with six stu-
dentsand six decksof cards, pre-loaded with
high counts. Even with the favorable decks,
the house (whose duties were performed by
O’ Connell) still came out ahead.

Even assuming card counting provided
that one percent advantage, though, said
O’Connell, the financial rewards were slim
and somewhat risky. Betting $100 per hand,
one could expect to makean average of about
$50 per hour using the strategy, he said—but
the margin of error for that figure was a whop-
ping $2,800 per hour. So, on any given hour
of playing, acard counter can expect towin
anything from $2,750 to aloss of $2,750.

After examining the math behind card
counting, O’ Connell toldtheaudiencewhy he
has never counted cardsand hasno intention
of ever doing so: the tremendous amount of
work that goes into it isn’t justified by the
modest (and questionable) rewards. 1 think
the movie exaggerated things greatly,” said
O’'Connell. “I think it made [card count-
ing] seem like the silver bullet.” In hisown
experiments, said O’ Connell, the success of
the method has not been clear.

Theclincher, though, camewithasegment
from “21” O’ Connell showed at the talk’s
conclusion. Theshort clip showed one of the
MIT gamblers facing the wrath of a casino
hit man. In the clip, the hit man (played by
Laurence Fishburne) accoststhe student and
teacheshimaviolent | esson about the conse-
guences of attempting to outsmart a casino.
“Think you can beat the system?’ Fishburne
intones to the cowering and bloody student.
“Thisisthe system—Dbeating you back.”

“Stop counting.”

The next Brown Bag will be held Friday,
Nov. 7 from 1to 2 p.m. in Room 3201. The
speaker will by Adjunct Anthropology In-
structor Mark Dobbs, who will deliver atalk
called “Forensic Anthropology.”

ASOC takes tentative step toward free speech

By ANNA BIARITZ ROLDAN
Saff writer

The Associated Students of
Ohlone College (ASOC) took an-
other step toward possibly making
the entire campus a “free speech
area” at the meeting Tuesday.

After student Zuhal Bahaduri,
who is spearheading the effort,
argued in favor of abolishing the
current free speech area (at the
bottom of the Building 1 stairs by
the Palm Bosqgue) in favor of mak-
ing the entire campus afree speech
area, theASOC decidedthat further
deliberations on the necessity of
the project were needed. It opted to
voteonformingacommitteeonthe
project at next week’s meeting.

Should the ASOC approve the
formation of the committee, one of
the committee’s first tasks will be
to send out a survey to the student
body regardingthefreespeecharea.
Though a survey concerning this
area has aready gathered several
hundred signatures, theASOC plans
to draft its own and circul ate that.

ASOC President Jackie McCul-
ley said of the proposed project,
“this is an important change that
will [be in] effect for the rest of
theschool’sexistencesoweshould
keep in mind that this will take a
while. This may even carry over
to the next semester.”

Also mentioned during the
meeting was the 140" anniversary
of the last major earthquake along

the Hayward Fault on Tuesday.
Thefault’sactivitiesare especially
pertinenttothecollege, sinceitruns
close to Ohlone. Chief of Police
Steve Osawa talked about prepar-
ing for the earthquake at a recent
safety meeting. Osawa mentioned
that everyone should keep about
two days' worth of clothes, aswell
as handy flashlights.

In addition, families should also
be sure to set a meeting place, and
they should know that in case of
emergency, text messagesaremore
likely toget totheintended reci pient
than phone calls.

The ASOC also announced that
the new Hyman Hall furnishings
will be ready at the beginning of
next year. According to ASOC

Chance for mathletes to flex

By KYLE STEPHENS
News editor

Friday, Oct. 24, Ohlone will be
hosting a national Student Math
League pre-calculus competition
from 5-6 p.m. in HH-218.

The top five scorers will receive
$50, and two second-tier scorers
will be chosen viaadiceroll.

The prize money comes from
individual donations from the

math department faculty and the
ASOC.

“Not every good math student
isstill taking math, or math related
classes,” said Geoffrey Hirsch, math
instructor and clubadvisor. Thecash
prizesencourageagreater turn out,
and with it stronger talent. Prior to
the cash prize, Ohlone ranked 86"
inthe nation. After it, Ohlone went
to 8", then 4™, then back to 8" —
80 place jJump at the least.

In 2007, Ohlone was ranked 7t"
in the nation among community
colleges, with Terence Leetied for
9" in the nation.

Test questions come from (and
are given on the eponymously
named test) an organization called
AMATYC - American Math-
ematical Association of Two-Year
Colleges, which is “the only
organization exclusively devoted
to providing a national forum for

VicePresidentKevinFeliciano, the
furnishingupdateswill includenew
upholstery and fresh paint.

The ASOC also discussed sev-
eral money requests. Theseinclude
money requestsfor Ezupstents, the
ASOC meet and greet program, and
the speech department. Ezupstents
are primarily for ASOC use, but
may also be borrowed by other or-
ganizations/ clubs on campus once
purchased. The tents are designed
tobeeasier to set up and takedown
than the ones currently in use by
the ASOC.

The money request for the meet
and greet program is for the food
given away and other supplies
used for the program for students
on campus.

Representative from the foren-
sicsteam CarissaHatchet waspres-
ent at the meeting to present what
their money request isfor, whichis
for the hiring of aspeaker who will
talk about student success.

Finally, the ASOC discussed
theinaugural Coffee Cart Concert,
which kicked off Tuesday at the
coffee cart. The general consensus
was that the event went well, but
that the music wastoo loud. It was
suggested that thevolumemight be
made significantly softer to suit the
idea of a*“ Coffee Cart Concert.”

Coffee Cart Concerts feature
a variety of artists from around
campus who perform at the coffee
cart from noon tol p.m. every third
Tuesday of the month.

their synapses

the improvement of mathematics
instruction in the first two years of
college,” accordingtotheir website,
http://www.amatyc.org/.

Questionsonthe AMATY C are
applied pre-calculus problems,
going beyond what one finds in a
standard textbook. Hirsch called
them “Brilliant.”

TheAMATY Chasauniquescor-
ing systemaswell: correct answers
net 2 points, and incorrect answers

deduct 0.5 point. Answersleft blank
earnnopoints. Thissystemismeant
to discourage guessing.

The Ohlone Math Club, pa6
(“Muu Alpha Theta’) meets on
Fridays at 3:45 p.m. in HH-218.

Thoseinterestedinpreparingfor
the test may look at previous SML
tests, 10 of which are available at
the Ohlone Math Club website,
www.ohlone.edu/org/mathclub/
Amatyctest.htm.



