
Chapter 28 The “Why” Of Math

Everyone in the class pictured to the right earned A’s in high school math. But in
their first college math exam there were almost as many F’s as there were A’s.
What happened? It’s all about understanding the “why” of math as their teacher,
Linda McKinley, explains below
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Preparing For ExamsVPART

“The students who do really well in my course on the first
exam are the students who were expected to do that in
high school. But the others learn. They adjust. They learn
that just understanding what you do is not the entire
picture. They have to understand ‘why’ you do it.”
Linda McKinley
Coordinator of Basic Math Skills, Indiana University

“I think one of the most difficult things students run into is maybe they can do
the material when they’re in the particular chapter that they’re working on. But
when it comes to a mid-term or a final...the problems are all jumbled up. I
think that this is the biggest problem students run into.”

“There are some mechanical parts of math, however, understanding is the
real issue of how well you’re going to do on the test. You have to
understand the concept, knowing what you’re trying to do, instead of just
mimicking the steps that you learned from the book or from the class.”

Learning
Points

• You have to understand “WHY” you doing what you’re doing. 
• One important weakness of many students; solving word problems.      
• Tip: Draw diagrams and sketch pictures to sort out what’s being asked.

The “Why” Of Math

What do we mean by The “Why” of Math?  Think about it. 
• Finding the right answer may require using multiple techniques..
• You have to know which techniques to use.
• You have to know what order to use them.
• You have to know which parts of the problem are applicable to the solution and which are extraneous.

In class, you learn how to solve one problem at a time. Just mimicking the steps you learned in class
might help you with your homework that night. But on the exam you’ll face a variety of different kinds
of problems, some of which you studied weeks or months ago. To succeed will take undertanding, not
mimicking, as Math Strategies Advisor Duce McCune explains below.

         


