Frequently Asked Questions: How to Be Successful 
in a Dr. Fagan Math Class
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 Why is it important for me to learn mathematics the way you teach it?
What do you expect from me and what can I expect from you?

Teaching/learning is a collaborative activity engaged in by my students and me. My role as instructor is to direct your learning as well as provide content information. Your role is to bring into the learning experience all of your prior learning and an eagerness to learn as much as possible about the content.

I hold you responsible for all of the mathematics you have ever had. There is limited time in a semester to learn all the new material.  Some review will be given class but you are responsible to use the resources available through Math Lab, my office hours, and the Supplemental instruction program to do extensive review of prerequisite concepts and skills.

How will this semester of mathematics be different from other mathematics classes I’ve taken?

The more important question is, "How did you study mathematics in the past? Did you memorize your way through the course or did you learn the concepts?" If you memorized your way through then this course will be very different! My goal for you is that you memorize little and understand much. You will be expected to explain how you understand, not how well you can record an answer.

I use a variety of presentation styles that include group work as well as lecture. I emphasize the three views of mathematics: numerical (table), graphical, and symbolic. You will be assessed with homework quizzes, tests, and projects. Projects are assigned that involve collecting and organizing data, interpreting the observed patterns, drawing conclusions, and predicting future outcomes Written justifications of your understanding is more important to assessing your grasp of the concepts than a numerical answer alone.

Class discussion and tests/quizzes questions are based on my four favorite questions: "Why?", "How do you know . . .?", "What if . . .?", and "So what?"... Students' must gain a sense of ownership, responsibility, and the ability to follow-through on tasks.

Is attendance important or can I skip class as long as I do the homework?

Perfect attendance is expected and active participation required.  Attendance and participation is counted as 10% of your semester grade. You earn your attendance points by attending every class meeting and putting in at least one hour per week in Math Lab.

Participation is based on class and on-line discussions.  These are used to enhance the book material. There are unique explanations and illustrations given in class that are used on assessment items.

What suggestions do you have for me so I can get the grade I want?

There are four suggestions I give all my students.

1. Use a 3-step process for completing homework. 
(a) The first step is to do each problem and get the help you need if necessary. 
(b)
The second step is to re-do within 3-4 hours every problem on which you had to get help. 
(c)
And the third step, re-work a third time a couple of days later those same problems. 
One of the greatest determents to success is a lack of confidence. If you need help to complete some homework problems then, when similar problems appear on quizzes or tests, you will panic because you know that you never were able to complete them on your own.

2. Read the sections to be discussed each day before coming to class and take notes on reading. Reading notes should include the following.

(a)
Concepts that are new to you or that you have forgotten.

(b)
Questions you need answered and that you will use class time then to seek answers. 
(c)
Attempts at every example posed in the reading – and the work you did to try to solve them.  Try each and every example posed in the reading by covering up the book's work and attempting to answer the question on your own. 
Do not expect to know or to be able to do everything at this time but instead treat your reading time as a means of knowing what you need to glean from class time.

3. Use a 3-ring notebook that is organized into at least 4 sections.

(a)
Reading notes

(b)
Class notes

(c)
Homework
(d)
Quizzes/tests/projects. 
Date everything you have in your notebook. Invest in a 3-hole punch so you can additional work.

4. Take responsibility of your own learning.

(a)
Be an active participant in every class
(b)
Seek out help in Math Lab and SI (Supplemental Instruction)

(c)
Participate in the on-line discussions

(d)
Visit me during my office hours to ask questions, clarify instructions, and/or understand my expectations for the class.
The most important thing to remember is to keep in touch with me throughout the semester. I cannot help you if I do not know what the problems are.
Do I need a calculator and, if so, what kind should I buy?

You may use any graphing calculator that you know very well. However, I use a TI-83+ Silver Edition in class and, therefore, give calculator instructions for this model as I demonstrate. Other models that are closely related are the TI-83 and TI-83+.  Calculator manuals are available in the Math Lab and on the Texas Instruments web site www.education.ti.com.   
If you are using another model you must know well how to use it.  However, some Math Lab tutors are able to instruct on other models. Whatever calculator you use, you need to know how to operate it before the semester begins or be prepared to spend additional time to learn it over the semester.

An exception to the information above is for the Math 25 students. A limited supply of TI-10, TI-15, and TI-73 Explorer calculators are provided for use in class and in Math Lab.  Students are encouraged to purchase their own for personal use.  Check with me for suggested vendors.
Why is it important for me to learn mathematics the way you teach it?

I connect the mathematics we discuss in class to what we experience outside the classroom. For some of us mathematics is fun to study just for the sake of studying it but that is not a sufficient reason to spend four hours a week in class. 
The more important goal for all my classes is to be able to use the mathematics in activities outside of class. Questions I pose frequently are:

"Where does this happen out there - outside of the mathematics classroom?” 
“How do people out there deal with this problem?” 
“What is necessary to know in order to answer this question out there?”
I emphasize learning on a concept level of understanding instead of memorizing material. Rote memorization is useful for practicing skills but it is not sufficient for understanding concepts. The lack of a conceptual base is one of the major hindrances to further learning. Students who have "memorized their way through" need extensive review and relearning time. On the other hand, students who conceptually understand are able to connect what is already known to what is new and are more successful.
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