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The Language of Math 
These are the things that you need to know in order to succeed in Math, feel prepared to take an exam, and basically, know what you don’t know. . .  

What do I need to 
know? 

Explanation Example Is this you? 

Terminology & Definitions 
 
If you can’t speak the language, 
can you communicate and be 
understood or listen and 
understand what someone is 
saying? 

The first step in learning Math is 
learning the vocabulary used in 
Math.   
Also, you need to know what each 
word means. 
 

If you don’t know what a 
polynomial is, could you  “Factor 
the polynomial(s), circle the 
binomial, and underline the 
monomial.” given the following: 
• x2 -9 
• x2 + 2x + 1 
• 2x 

 

If you’re sitting in your Math class 
and it feels like your teacher is 
speaking another language, it’s 
time to review the Terminology & 
Definitions.   

Theorems, properties, 
corollaries, identities and/or 
equations (The Rules of Math) 
 
If you don’t know the rules, can 
you play the game? 

Just like other languages, there are 
rules to Math. 
 

Pythagorean Theorem  
a2 + b2 = c2 

Additive Property:  a + b = b + a ) 
Equations 
y = mx + b (Equation of a line) 
y = ax2 + bx + c (Equation for a 
parabola) 

If you can’t remember the equation 
to use, the additive property, or a 
theorem that explains how to 
calculate an item, it’s time to open 
the book and outline the 
Theorems, Properties, 
Corollaries, Identities, and/or 
Equations in the section. 

Notation 
 
If you don’t read the language and 
you’re driving, can you figure out 
where to go without getting a 
ticket? 
 

The language of Math includes 
words and symbols. 
 
Understanding the notation that is 
being used is the next step in 
understanding the language of 
Math. 
 
Do you know the difference 
between set notation and interval 
notation when calculating the 
domain/range of a function? 
 

ሺ࢞ሻࢌ ൌ √െ૛ െ ࢞ 

૛ሽ

Interval Notation 
Domain:  (-∞,2] 

ሼ࢞|࢞ ൑ െ
Set Notation 

Domain:   
 

The notation used above is to 
indicate the domain for the 
function.  Both forms e.g. notation 
mean the same thing. 

If it looks like the instructor is 
solving a problem using ancient 
script, it’s time to review the 
Notation. 
 



Handout, The Language of Math 041707.docx Page 2 of 2 Last updated:  7/12/2007 1:04:00 PM 
 

Math Facts 
 
If you know the street but not the 
house number, can you go to the 
party? 

Factual Knowledge is essential 
facts and figures that you’ve 
memorized 
 

cos, sin, tan of 0, గ
଺
, గ
ସ
, గ
ଷ
, and గ

ଶ
 

x0=1, except 00 is undefined 
If you find yourself missing 
problems because you don’t know 
the cos 45˚ ํ or you forget your 
multiplication tables, is time to pull 
out the flash cards to memorize the 
Math Facts. 
 

Problem Solving Methods 
 
If you don’t have a car, can you 
get from BCC to Merritt Island 
Mall? 

There are a number of different 
ways to solve certain Math 
problems 
The more methods you know, the 
better off you are. 
 

For example, to factor a 
polynomial, you could use the 
following: 

• Grouping 
• Completing the square 
• The AC Method 
• The quadratic formula 
• Plug and play 
• A combination of the above 

 

If you can’t follow how the 
instructor solves the problem, you 
may want to check your Problem 
Solving Methods and what you 
know about Theorems. 
 

Understanding of concepts 
 
Can you be in a successful 
relationship with a total stranger? 

When you know the what, why, 
when, where and how behind any 
mathematical concept, you have 
reached nirvana and conceptual 
knowledge. 
 

Example: 
Not only do you know what a 
derivative is, you know how to 
calculate it for any given function. 
You understand that the derivative 
is the rate of change of a function 
and gives you the slope of the 
graph at any given point. 
You can discuss derivatives with 
your instructor. 
Integrals come easy to you 
because you know reverse 
engineer calculating the derivative. 
 

If you’re in any math class beyond 
Pre-Calculus including Statistics 
having a Conceptual Knowledge 
of each concept/subject will enable 
you to solve problems more 
efficiently and effectively. 
 

 


