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A Workshop on Ratio: Afterthoughts

MA Man Ho
Carmel Divine Grace Foundation Secondary School

On 6™ July, the workshop organised by the Association on ratio using dynamic software was
wonderful. It reminded me of the concepts related to the number system. Many centuries ago,
people believed that all quantities could be expressed as ratios (i.e. rational numbers) before the
discovery of irrational numbers (e.g. square root of 2). In trigonometry, with a right-angled
triangle, when we keep one of the acute angles constant, we can have the ratio of any two sides
being constant. It is about ratio; but, are these ratios rational numbers? Clearly we can have
irrational numbers as lengths, but what is the meaning of trigonometric “ratio”? How can we know
whether a particular ratio is rational or irrational? It is not easy to teach a student to understand it.
If students cannot understand rational and irrational numbers well, they can hardly learn real and
complex numbers. These are all included in our school mathematics curriculum, even though we

do not expect to put too much demand on students at their secondary level.

After all, what is the meaning of learning number system in the compulsory part of the
mathematics curriculum? How can we teach it better? Is it worth a topic of a talk to be organised

by the Association? Maybe my question is stupid ... but it is just my sharing.
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