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Common Misconceptions About Mathematics
[Excerpt from pp. 4-7 in the course textbook]

1. Math Requires a Special Brain

One of the most pervasive misconceptions 1s that some people just aren't good at
mathematics because learming mathematics requires special or rare abilities. The reality 15 that
nearly evervone can do mathematics. All 1t takes 1s self-confidence and hard work — the same
qualities needed to learn to read, to master a musical mstrument, or to become skilled at a sport.
Indeed, the belief that mathematics requires special talent found in a few elite people 15 peculiar
to the United Sates. In other countries, particularly in Europe and Asia, ALL students are
expected to become proficient in mathematics.

2 The Math in Modern Issues is Too Complex

Some people claim that the advanced mathematical concepts underlying many modern
issues are too complex for the average person to understand. It 1s true that only a few people
receive the tramning needed to work with or discover advanced mathematical concepts. However,
most people are capable of understanding enough about the mathematical basis of important
1ssues to develop informed and reasoned opimions.

The situation 1s similar in other fields. For example, vears of study and practice are
required to become a proficient professional writer, but most people can read a book. It takes
hard work and a law degree to become a lawver, but most people can understand how the law
affects them. And though few have the musical talent of Mozart, anvone can learn to appreciate
his music. Mathematics 1s no different. If vou ve made 1t this far in school, you can understand
enough mathematics to succeed as an indrvidual and a concerned citizen. Don't let anyvone tell
you otherwise!

3. Math Makes You Less Sensitive

Some people believe that learning mathematics will somehow make them less sensitive to
the romantic and aesthetic aspects of life. In fact, understanding the mathematics that explains
the colors of a sunset or the geometric beauty 1n a work of art can only enhance aesthetic
appreciation. Furthermore, many people find beauty and elegance in mathematics itself. It's no
accident that people trained in mathematics have made important contributions to art, music, and
many other fields.

4. Math Makes No Allowance for Creativity

The “turn the crank™ nature of the problems in many textbooks may give the impression
that mathematics stifles creativity. Some of the facts, formalisms, and skills required for
mathematics proficiency are fairly cut and dnied, but wusing these mathematical tools takes
creativity. Consider designing and building a home. The task demands specific skills to lay the
foundation, frame in the structure, install plumbing and wiring, and paint walls. But building the
home involves much more: Creativity 1s needed to develop the architectural design, respond to
the on-the-spot problems during construction, and factor constraints based on budgets and
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building codes. The mathematical skills vou've learned in school are like the skills of carpentry
or plumbing. Applving mathematics 1s like the creative process of building a home.

3. Math Provides Exact Answers

A mathematical formula will vield a specific result, and in school that result may be
marked right or wrong. But when vou use mathematics in real-life situations, answers are neer
50 clear-cut. For example:

A bank offers simple interest of 3%, paid at the end of one vear (that is, after one year
the bank payvs vou 3% of vouwr account balance). If vou deposit $1000 today and make no
further deposits or withdrawals, how much will vou have in your account after one vear?

A straight mathematical calculation seems simple enough: 5% of $1000 15 $30; so you

should have $1050 at the end of a year. But will vou? How will yvour balance be affected by
service charges or taxes on interest earned? What if the bank fails? What 1f the bank 1s located
in a country in which the currency collapses during the year? Choosing a bank in which to invest
your money 15 a »eal mathematics problem that doesn 't necessarily have a simple or definitive
solution.

6. Math is Irrelevant to My Life

No matter what vour path in college, career. and life, vou will find mathematics involved
i many ways. A major goal of this text 15 to show vou hundreds of examples 1n which
mathematics applies to everyone s life. We hope vou will find that mathematics 1s not only
relevant but also interesting and enjoyable.



