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Course Policies
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Textbook. We will be using Rational Points on Elliptic Curves, by Joseph Silverman and John
Tate.

Course description. We will be studying properties and applications of elliptic curves. While
the study of elliptic curves is centuries old, their importance in number theory has only
become apparent in the last few decades, with applications including the proof of Fermat’s
Last Theorem, the Lenstra factoring algorithm, and post-quantum cryptography. Simply
speaking, an elliptic curve is just a cubic equation in two variables, but studying these curves
from many different angles—algebraic, analytic, geometric—reveals a complex interplay of
useful properties.

Course objectives. The goal is to understand key properties of elliptic curves, including
related algorithms and applications.

Course format. This is a seminar-style course. That means it is intended to be discussion-
based, not lecture-based. So a good chunk of your effort should be devoted to coming up
with good questions, and asking them! The text is very difficult, and is written at a very high
level. That means that questions are even more important in this class than in other math
classes. I will respond to questions in a corresponding manner; that is, I am more than happy
to spend the majority of class time just answering questions.

Additionally, if someone asks a question that you would like to answer for an in-class talk,
let me know before I answer the question myself!

Course requirements. The grading scheme is as follows:

10% for homework
25% for 3 talks
40% for 2 exams
25% for final exam

Homework is announced every Friday on my webpage and is due in class the following
Friday. Homework is turned in via Gradescope, which is free. By the end of the first week,
you should get an email invitation to Gradescope. If you didn’t (for instance if you added the
class after the first day), then please contact me so I can add you to Gradescope.

You must show all work to receive full credit. The homework fulfills the writing requirement;
standard algorithms do not need any commentary, but everything else must be written in
complete sentences! Proofs should be written clearly and formally.

I typically grade a random sample of the assigned problems. However, after homework is
handed in, I am happy to go over complete solutions in office hours. Feel free to also e-mail
me questions.
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Talks are short presentations given on the board to the class three times during the semester.
The first talk should be roughly 5 minutes, the second 10 minutes, and the third 15 minutes.
The talk should answer a natural question that arose in the previous couple weeks, or
otherwise be closely related to the material from the previous two weeks. That means you
can give a key definition and some examples, state a theorem and give applications, or give a
proof of a statement. The content should be new, substantive, and with clear and correct details.
You should also prepare a handout, no longer than a page, to complement your talk. The
handout must be turned in to me at least 5 days before the talk, and it must be approved
by me before you give your talk. Handouts will be posted on my webpage. Slides are not
allowed.

I encourage an informal style. So for instance if you did not understand every step in a
proof you are presenting, that is okay; you can pose the question to the class, and maybe
we can answer it as a group. Of course, don’t go overboard! You do want to present more
answers than questions.

Starting in the third week of class, there will be 2 talks scheduled each day. I will circulate
a sign-up sheet for talks. If your talk is not approved by the scheduled day, you get a 0 for
that talk. If you would like to reschedule, find someone else to swap with you.

You should expect roughly 1.5 hours of preparation per each 5 minutes of talk (so the last
talk should require about 4.5 hours of prep).

The exams are tentatively scheduled for September 28 and November 2. These exams are
not cumulative. If it would help, the final exam score will replace your lowest midterm exam
score.

The final exam is scheduled for 6:15–8:15 PM on Wednesday, December 14. It is cumulative.

Office hours. My office hours are Wednesday, 10 AM–12 PM and Thursday, 1–2 PM. Drop
by the math conference room, Craven 6242, during those times—you don’t have to make an
appointment or have any questions. Feel free to bring your homework and a friend and just
work on your own if you like. If you have a conflict, send me an email and we’ll work out an
alternate time. You can also email me any questions that you have. Make sure you include
as much relevant detail as possible, and be aware that I may not have the textbook with me
when I read your email.

Late assignment policy. Late homework is not accepted. There are no exceptions! Instead,
the lowest four homework scores are dropped. (I encourage you to use these drops on the
week of your talks!)

Make-up exams are not given. The replacement policy for exams will be used instead.

Ethics. You are encouraged to work with others on homework assignments, but the final
product should be your own work. In particular, you may not read your classmates’ finished
assignments until your own is completed! Failure to follow these guidelines is considered
plagiarism, and all involved parties will at a minimum earn a zero on the relevant assignment
and have their actions reported to the Dean of Student Affairs.

Covid. You must comply with campus health requirements in order to participate in class.
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Computer use policy. Our class is in a computer lab, and will occasionally require the use
of a computer. Please do not use the computers for personal purposes during class time. It is
distracting and disrespectful. If you have an urgent task that requires you to use the computer
at some point during class, please let me know ahead of time.

ADA policy. Students with disabilities who require reasonable accommodations must be
approved for services by providing appropriate and recent documentation to the Office of
Disability Support Services (DSS) in Craven Hall 5205 (ph: (760) 750-4905; TTY: (760) 750-4909).
Students authorized by DSS to receive reasonable accommodations should meet with me
during my office hours in order to ensure confidentiality.

Gradescope. To upload homework for grading you will need a scanner or software on your
phone to generate Portable Document File (pdf) files. The officially supported app of CSUSM
for scanning is Adobe Scan, but there are other freely available scanner apps.

Advice. To be successful in this course will require more initiative on your part than the
typical undergraduate math course. The key is to constantly come up with thoughtful
questions about the mathematics.
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