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NOTES: 
 
 

1 

How To Read a Math Textbook 
 
 
 
 
If you have opened this pamphlet, the chances are good that you are enrolled in a 
mathematics course —  or planning to enroll in one.  In either case, we want to encourage 
you in your decision to study math, especially if you are one of many students who is 
lacking confidence about his or her mathematical abilities and a little fearful of the subject 
of math. 
 
More and more, mathematical skills are required for jobs in our highly science-oriented, 
technological society.  With some training in mathematics, you will increase the number of 
career options available to you — so we encourage you to study this pamphlet carefully 
and to follow the tips mentioned here.  These tips, along with regular study, will increase 
your chances for success in math courses. 
 
In many ways, reading a math textbook is like reading other textbooks (Student Academic 
Assistance pamphlet “SQ4R”:  How To Read Faster And Remember More).  However, 
math books require extra steps and an even greater involvement on the part of the reader 
than other books usually demand.  This pamphlet will describe several approaches for 
getting the most from reading and studying math. 
 
 
This pamphlet is divided into three parts: 
 
I. GETTING ACQUAINTED WITH YOUR MATH TEXTBOOK 
II. TIPS FOR READING 
III.  STUDYING MATH 
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NOTES: GETTING ACQUAINTED WITH YOUR MATH TEXTBOOK 
 
You need to be comfortable with your textbook — especially if you find math to be a 
difficult subject.  A preview of the book will help focus your mind on the topic and give you 
a broad picture of what to expect.  Follow these steps for an initial  introduction to the text: 
 
A. Read the table of contents so you are familiar with each chapter title. 
B. Look for a glossary — this will give you definitions of key words. 
C. Read the introduction to the text. 
 
As you begin each chapter: 
 
1. Read chapter subheadings, items in bold type or italics — in other  words, look for 

any clues to important ideas in the chapter. 
2. Carefully examine charts, graphs, and tables within the chapter. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Do not start reading until you have made this preview of your 

book and of each chapter. 
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• Approach to Solving Math Problems  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have difficulty understanding either reading or homework assignments, see your 
instructor or tutor immediately!  Don’t wait to take care of questions at a later date.  Your 
understanding of the next assignment or chapter may depend on your receiving the 
answers to these questions. 
 
If your instructor does not have enough time to answer all of your questions, see a math 
tutor — free of charge — through Student Academic Assistance, BE 1106. 

TIPS FOR READING 
 
Be prepared to spend a great deal more time reading your math book than you 
would spend on some of your other textbooks — e.g.,  your history textbook.  Read 
slowly, carefully, and completely.  If time permits, take notes and work through 
examples. 
 
Have a purpose for your reading.  This enables you to become involved with the 
material and gives you clues to the best way to approach the reading.  For example, 
if you are reading  to understand how to solve a particular kind of problem, you will 
read more slowly than if you are trying to understand a general concept.  The 
following paragraphs will give you suggested purposes in reading math. 
 

• Become familiar with math terms.  
 
“When I use a word”, Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, “it means what I 
choose it to mean — neither more nor less.”   
-Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass 
 
The vocabulary of mathematics is as specialized as Humpty Dumpty’s.  Words which 
are common to our everyday vocabulary may mean something quite different in math 
because math has a specialized vocabulary.  Take, for example, the word “product.”  
According to Webster’s New World Dictionary, a product is “something that is 
produced by nature or made by industry or craft.”  In mathematics, a product is “the 
number obtained by multiplying two or more numbers together.” 
 
This makes it critical for you to know math vocabulary.  Your textbook and instructor 
will define words for you.  Ask the instructor for clarification if the meaning of a term 
is ever unclear to you. 

1.     Use a clean, 8-1/2 x 11 sheet of paper.  Avoid working 
on scraps of paper.  It is  important that you clearly see 
your work and that you have enough room to work 
completely through a problem. 

 
2.    Use a pencil — not a pen — so you can go back and 

make changes. 
 
3.    Be sure you understand each step you take and have a 

reason for  each step. 
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• Know the rules. 
 
Math is based upon rules which cannot be broken.  Therefore, it is important to know  
• what the rules are 
• when to apply them 
• how to apply them   
 
One purpose of your reading will then be to discover and learn these rules.  Once you 
know the rules, you are prepared to approach math problems.  These require you to have a 
reason for every step you take and, knowing the rules, you will also know the reasons. 
 

• Learn about relationships. 
 
A math book requires you to be a very active reader.  The book will present the key 
concepts to you in a hierarchy — that is, it will describe one main point, which we’ll call 
“concept A,” followed by another main point, “concept B.”  Your understanding of concept B 
will depend first on your understanding of concept A.  To understand the third main point, 
concept C, you must also understand concepts A and B, and so on.  Thus, a third purpose 
for reading will be to understand the main ideas and their relationship to each other. 
 

• Follow the example. 
 
Another aspect of active reading of math is understanding sample problem exercises 
worked out in each chapter.  Follow each exercise step by step.  These examples serve as 
models for the problems you are expected to solve on your own, so it is important that you 
complete this process.  Sometimes math books leave out steps when they are showing 
methods for solving sample problems. 
 
 
 

We’ve said that math is based on rules.  Formulas are also part of math and 
sometimes you are expected to memorize rules or formulas, or both.  One method for 
memorizing is to write down each rule or formula on a separate 3 x 5 card.  Carry 
these cards with you and bring them out periodically to review.  A good time to use the 
cards, possibly by spreading them  in front of your work, is while doing homework.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Look at one, read the rule to yourself, close your eyes and try to restate it, look at it 
again — then put it at the bottom of the pile and repeat this process with the next card.  
These 3 x 5 cards — or “flash cards” as they are also called — are an effective tool for 
committing factual information to memory.  You can also put example problems on the 
cards which will remind you how to apply specific rules.  (Use while reading through 
text.)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cancellation 
If a + c = b + c 

and c = 0 
then a = b 
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Write, in your own words, what the following graph tells you about the best time schedule 
for studying mathematics: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
        1     2     3    4     5     6     7    8    9   10  * Test day 
      Days 
 
Regular study on a daily basis is the answer.   
 
It is very difficult to “catch up” once you have fallen behind in a math course, so plan to 
work each day on reading assignments or working out problems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consider the following equation: 
 
 x/3 –2 = 3x/11 –5 
 
Multiplication of both members of the equation by the L.C.D. (Lowest Common 
Denominator) of the involved fractions and solving the resulting equation gives  (-99/2) 
as the solution set. 
       
Steps left out: 
 
•  33(x/3 -2) = 33(3x/11 -5) 
•  33x/3 -66 = 99x/11 -165 
•  11x -66 = 9x –165 
•  11x –9x = -165 + 66 
•  2x = -99 
•  2x/2 = -99/2 
•  x = -99/2 
 
 
If a step is unknown to you, or one seems to be missing, do not hesitate to  ask your 

instructor for an explanation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MATH CLASS 

 Hours per               4       
 day            3 
spent           2 
studying          1 
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Before going on to Part III, let’s test your understanding of the material just covered.  Fill 

in the blanks below with the appropriate word. 

 
Before reading a math book, it is important to____________ the book.  You do this by 

examining the __________ of __________, glossary, charts, graphs. and chapter 

headings.  Math books are best understood when read __________ and carefully.  It is 

also important to read with a purpose in mind.  One purpose is to learn math ________,   

since these often have different meaning in ordinary language.  Another purpose is to 

learn math rules and how to __________ them because these are the bases for problem 

solving.  Reading __________ is critical to understanding a math textbook.  Active 

reading does not permit you to skip over ideas you don’t understand but, rather, requires 

you to understand each __________ in the order in which it is presented.  Math 

concepts are presented in a __________.  Finally, following the textbook’s models for 

solving __________  ________  __________ will enable you to solve the same kinds of 

problems as well as more challenging problems when they are given as an assignment 

or test question. 

 

ANSWERS: preview - table - contents - slowly - terms - use (apply) - actively - concept  

- hierarchy - sample problems exercises 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STUDYING MATH 
 
The following graph demonstrates the number of hours a day students typically study 
for courses.  Since we have just recommended that you read everything carefully, 
including charts and graphs, use this as practice. 
 
 
 

  
     

 
 
 
 
 
 
    1     2     3     4     5    6     7     8      9      10 * Test day 
       Days 
 
This graph shows that, for a typical course, students will read and study several 
hours when they first receive an assignment and then study only intermittently until 
the day before a test   While we don’t recommend this approach, it may work for 
some courses — especially when you are just trying to pass the course.  However, 
this approach will never work with a math course. 
 
Now that you understand the first graph, you can move to the second one to answer 
the question, “How do you study math successfully?” 
 
 
 

TYPICAL CLASS 

2 
Hours per  
day spent  
studying         1 


