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Parlez-vous fran(ais?  Hablas espanõl?  Do you speak algebra?  Math can indeed be like a foreign language—it must be practiced every day, and often the vocabulary is unfamiliar.  In fact, most college students at some time or another experience math anxiety.  College math is quite different from high school because instead of going to class everyday, you go only 2-3 times a week.  What took a year to learn in high school is now covered in only ten weeks. 

So, what can you do to become fluent in the language of math? Consider these points:

Math requires different study processes.  A primary source of math anxiety comes from students simply memorizing material without truly understanding it.  Remember, memorization is a starting point, but your goal as a student should always be to understand.   Furthermore, in many courses you may memorize and even understand  material, but you may not necessarily have to apply what you’ve learned.  In math, you have to move beyond memorization and understanding into application if you’re going to be able to solve problems. 

Math is a linear learning process.  What is used one day is used the next, and so forth.  Unlike psychology, for example, where you can understand Chapter 3 before reading Chapter 2, in math, you must progress step by step; Chapters 1 and 2 are a necessary foundation for understanding the material in Chapter 3.  Math is cumulative, so make sure you have a solid foundation of the basics to build upon, or you may find yourself anxious.  

Math exams must be studied for from day one, every day.  Most math anxiety occurs around test-time when students realize they have fallen behind and try to “cram” for an exam; however, using this approach to study math is a lost cause because of the subject’s cumulative nature.  Replace the bad habit of pulling all-nighters with good habits practiced every day: draw pictures to simplify word problems, rework homework problems that you missed, and use flashcards to memorize formulas and unfamiliar vocabulary.  Finally, get in the habit of systematically approaching each problem through  given/find/need: What’s given?  What do I need to find?  What do I need to do? 

Remembering these principles will do much to lessen your math anxiety, but putting them into practice will do even more.  Start with a solid math foundation; then add to it steadily by going to every class and developing effective study habits.  Most importantly, seek help earlier rather than later.  Sign up for an appointment or to see math and sciences tutor Don Drake or just drop by the Academic Lab, 11-343.  

Links

Math Anxiety Site [http://www.geocities.com/~mathskills/]

