Study Skills for Success in Mathematics

Have a Positive Attitude


You may be thinking to yourself, “I hate math” or “I wish I did not have to take this class.”  You may have heard the term math anxiety and feel that you fall into this category.  The first thing you need to do to be successful in this course is to change your attitude to a more positive one.  You must be willing to give this course and yourself a fair chance.


Based on past experiences in mathematics, you may feel this will be difficult.  However, mathematics is something you need to work at.  I believe you can be successful in this course, but you also need to believe it.

Prepare for and Attend Class

Preview the Material


Before class, you should spend a few minutes previewing any new material in the textbook.  You do not have to understand everything you read yet.  Just get a feeling for the definitions and concepts that will be discussed.  This quick preview will help you to understand what your instructor is explaining during class.  After the material is explained in class, read the corresponding sections of the text slowly and carefully, word by word, as explained below.


Read the Text


A mathematics text is not a novel.  Mathematics textbooks should be read slowly and carefully.  If you do not understand what you are reading, reread the material.  When you come across a new concept or definition, you may wish to underline it so that it stands out.  This way, when looking for it later, it will be easier to find.  When you come across a worked-out example, read and follow the example very carefully.  Do not just skim it.  Try working out the example yourself on another sheet of paper.  Make notes of anything you do not understand to ask your instructor.  Caution:  Your instructor, at times, may demonstrate a different method to solve the same type of problem shown in the text.  Use the method that is easier for you to understand – if you have questions be sure to ask your instructor.
Do the Homework


Two very important commitments that you must make to be successful in this course are to attend class and to do your homework regularly.  Your assignments must be worked conscientiously and completely.   Mathematics cannot be learned by observation.  You need to practice what you have heard in class.  By doing homework you truly learn the material.


Don’t forget to check the answers to your homework assignments.  Answers to the odd-numbered exercises are in the back of your textbook.


If you have difficulty with some of the exercises, mark them and do not hesitate to ask questions about them in class.  You should not feel comfortable until you understand all the concepts needed to work every assigned problem.


When you do your homework, make sure that you write it neatly and carefully.  Pay particular attention to copying signs and exponents correctly.  Do your homework in a step-by-step manner.  This way you can refer back to it later and still understand what was written.

Attend and Participate in Class


You should attend every class.  Most instructors will agree that there is an inverse relationship between absences and grades: The more absences you have, the lower your grade will be.  Every time you miss a class, you miss important information.  If you must miss a class, contact your instructor ahead of time and get the reading assignment and homework.


While in class, pay attention to what your instructor is saying.  If you do not understand something, ask your instructor to repeat or explain the material.  If you have read the upcoming material before class and have questions that have not been answered, ask your instructor.  If you do not ask questions, your instructor will not know that you have a problem understanding the material.


In class, take careful notes.  Write numbers and letters clearly, so that you can read them later.  It is not necessary to write down every word your instructor says.  Copy down the major points and the examples that do not appear in the text.  You should not be taking notes so frantically that you lose track of what your instructor is saying.  It is a mistake to believe that you can copy down material in class without understanding it and then figure it out later.

Study


Study in the proper atmosphere.  Study in an area where you are not constantly disturbed so that your attention can be devoted to what you are reading.  The area where you study should be well ventilated and well lit.  You should have sufficient desk space to spread out all your materials.  Your chair should be comfortable.  There should be no loud music to distract you from studying.


When studying, you should not only understand how to work a problem, you should also know why you follow the specific steps you do to work the problem.  If you do not have an understanding of why you follow the specific process, you will not be able to solve similar problems.
Time Management


It is recommended that students spend at least 2 hours studying and doing homework for every hour of class time.  Some students require more time than others.  Finding the necessary time to study is not always easy.  The following are some suggestions that you may find helpful.

1. Plan ahead.  Determine when you will have time to study and do your homework.  Do not schedule other activities for 


these time periods.  Try to space these periods evenly over the week.


2. Be organized so that you will not have to waste time looking for your books, pencil, calculator, or notes.


3. Use a calculator to perform tedious calculations.


4. When you stop studying, clearly mark where you stopped in the text.


5. Try not to take on added responsibilities.  You must set your priorities.  If your education is a top priority, as it should be, 


you may have to cut the time spent on other activities.


6. If time is a problem, do not overburden yourself with too many courses.  Consider taking fewer credits.   If you do not have 


sufficient time to study, your understanding and your grades in all of your courses may suffer.

Prepare for and Take Examinations

Study for an Exam


If you do some studying each day, you should not need to cram the night before an exam.  If you wait until the last minute, you will not have time to seek the help you may need.  To review for an exam:


1. Read your class notes.


2. Review your homework assignments and quizzes.


3. Work the review exercises at the end of each chapter.  If you have difficulties, restudy those sections.  If you still have 


 trouble, 
seek help.


4. Work the practice chapter test.

Take an Exam


Make sure that you get a good night’s sleep the day before the test.  If you studied properly, you should not have to stay up late the night before to prepare for the test.  Arrive at the exam site early so that you have a few minutes to relax before the exam.  If you need to rush to get to the exam, you will start out nervous and anxious.  After you receive the exam, do the following:


1. Carefully write down any formulas or ideas that you need to remember.


2. Look over the entire exam quickly to get an idea of its length and to make sure that no pages are missing.  You will need to 


pace yourself to make sure that you complete the entire exam.  Be prepared to spend more time on problems worth 


more points.



3. Read the test directions carefully.


4. Read each problem carefully.  Answer each question completely and make sure that you have answered the specific 


question asked.


5. Starting with number 1, work each question in order.  If you come across a question that you are not sure of, do not spend 


too much time on it.  Continue working the questions that you understand.  After completing all other questions, go 


back and finish those questions you were not sure of.  Do not spend too much time on any one question.


6. Attempt each problem.  You may be able to earn at least partial credit.


7. Work carefully and write clearly so that your instructor can read your work.  Also, it is easy to make mistakes when your 


writing is unclear.


8. Check your work and your answers if you have time.


9. Do not be concerned if others finish the test before you.  Do not be disturbed if you are the last to finish.  Use all your extra 


time to check your work.

Find Help


Get help as soon as you need it!  Do not wait!  In mathematics, one day’s material is often based on the previous day’s material.  So, if you don’t understand the material today, you may not be able to understand the material tomorrow.


1. Visit your instructor during scheduled office hours (or by appointment).



a. Be sure you read the assigned material and attempt the homework before meeting with your instructor.



b. Come prepared with specific questions to ask.


2. Visit the math department help sessions.


3. Form a study group from students in your class.

Borrowed from Intermediate Algebra for College Students by Allen R. Angel
