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1 Introduction

Students often ask me for advice on how to improve in mathematics. I
find that I keep recommending the same strategies across a broad range of
courses. This document attempts to collect up these strategies. They may
or may not work for you. Try them out in whatever order suits you best.
Some of the strategies explicitly suggest that you try out other strategies.
For example, Watch Your Self Talk suggests that you Set a Timer.

If any of these things help, or you have a strategy that you think should
be on here, please let me know.

— Parker Glynn-Adey (parker.glynn.adey@utoronto.ca)

Summary

1. Be Kind to Yourself

2. Watch Your Self Talk

3. Read Slowly

4. Read with a Pencil and Paper

5. Set a Timer

6. Identify The First Tricky Thing

7. Know The Definitions

8. Teach Other People (or Rubber Duckies)

9. Learn to Ask Precise Questions

10. Keep Seeking Help

11. General Life Advice

1. Do Nothing: Meditate

2. Do Something: Exercise

3. Write a Journal

4. Write Your Life Goals



2BeKindtoYourself

Studyingmathematicsishard.Beingastudentofmathematicsiseven
harder.Itissoeasytogetbummedoutandthinkthatyouwillnever
makeanyprogress.Weallmakeerrorsinmathematics.However,errors
leadtolearningandprogress.Fromtimetotime,youshouldacknowledge
thatyou’redoinganawesomethingbylearningmathematics.Bekind
toyourself,forgiveyourownerrors,andacknowledgethathard
thingsaredifficult.

3ReadSlowly

Whenyou’rereadingthetextbook,orsourcesonline,readslowly.Thereis
agreatquotefromBillThurstonwhichtalksabouttherateatwhichwe
needtoreadmathematics.

Iwasreallyamazedbymyfirstencounterswithseriousmath-
ematicstextbooks.Iwasveryinterestedandimpressedbythe
qualityofthereasoning,butitwasquitehardtostayalertand
focused.Afterafewexperiencesofreadingafewpagesonlyto
discoverthatIreallyhadnoideawhatI’djustread,Ilearnedto
drinklotsofcoffee,slowwaydown,andacceptthatIneededto
readthesebooksat1/10thor1/50thstandardreadingspeed,
payattentiontoeverysinglewordandbacktracktolookup
alltheobscurenumbersofequationsandtheoremsinorderto
followthearguments.—BillThurston

Whenyou’rereadingmaterialinmathematics,expectittotakealong
time.Thisiscommon.You’renotaslowreader.Mathematicsisjustvery
compactandrequirescarefulattentiontodetail.
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3.1 Read with a Pencil and Paper

To help stay active while reading, keep a pencil and paper handy. I think
it is particularly important to work with physical paper and pencil. Paul
Halmos has some good advice here.

Reading with pencil and paper on the side is very much better
— it is a big step in the right direction. The very best way to
read a book, however, with, to be sure, pencil and paper on the
side, is to keep the pencil busy on the paper and throw the book
away. — Halmos

4 Set a Timer

It is interesting to experiment with spending a small limited amount of
time studying. Set a timer on your phone1, for a period of twenty or thirty
minutes, and study without distraction until the timer goes off. When you
are studying, it is easy to spend a lot of time and be disappointed with
the results. One can get stuck in endless study sessions which switch for
studying to hanging out, to looking things up online, to eating, to reading
the book, to working on some problems, to continued studying, to catching
up on the news, and back to studying, etc.

If you pick a small amount of time, say twenty minutes, then you can
guarantee that during those twenty minutes you are purely studying. Before
starting the timer, turn off anything that could distract you and sink in to
the material. During that timed interval, you should be fully present with
the material that you’re studying. After the timer goes off, you can decide
if you want to start up another timer or switch tasks. One way to think
about working with a timer is that you’re purposefully interrupting yourself
to see if you’re still on task.

During the timed interval, it is helpful to set a concrete task to work on.
You can write this task out before starting the timer, and check it if you
feel yourself getting pulled off task. Some tasks that you might consider
are:

� solve a particular problem,

� produce examples of a definition,

� read a single page of a book with pencil and paper.

1Alternatively, you can find a timer online: https://www.online-timer.ner/.
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At the top of another blank piece of paper write:

How would I like to spend the next five years?

Again, free write for two minutes. This question will help frame and spe-
cialize some of the topics that came up in the first question. Once you’ve
completed your two minutes of free writing, take another two minutes to
revise and add to your short-term goals list.

At the top of another blank piece of paper write:

If I knew now that I was going to suddenly die in six months,
how would I live until then?

A hidden hypothesis of this question is that your family will not be majorly
impacted by your death, and you don’t need to make any preparations for
it. You can imagine that you suddenly de-materialize and *poof* out of
existence while your family and friends lovingly continue on their merry
way. The question seeks to determine how you would life if you had a
dramatically reduced lifespan. Are there things you’d prioritize differently?
Again, free write for two minutes. Once you’ve completed your two minutes
of free writing, take another two minutes to revise and add to your six-
month goals list.

Finish the exercise by reviewing and revising your answers to all three
questions. You now have a written account of what you want to do with
your life at a variety of time scales. This is a very useful thing to have.
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5WatchYourSelfTalk

Wealltalktoourselvesalmostconstantly.Icallthisself-talk.Itgenerally
comesintwovarities:neutralself-talkandnegativeself-talk.Mostoftime,
self-talkisjustmindlesschatteraboutoursurroundingsorexperiences.
“Oh,thatpersonhasanicehat.Iamreallyearlyforclass.Iwonderwhat
thatnoiseis.”

Whenweareworkingonsomethingnewtous,self-talkcanbecome
counter-productiveorharmful.“I’msodumb.Ihavenoideawhatisgoing
on.I’llnevermakePOSt.”Theseexamplesofnegativeself-talkprobably
seemquitecontrived.Negativeself-talkisoftennasty,clever,andattempts
toundermineourefforts.Iwanttomakeitclearthatweallexperience
negativeself-talk.Herearesomerealexamplesofcounter-productiveself
talkthatcameupforme,ParkerGlynn-Adey,asIwaswritingthisnote
aboutadviceforstudents:

�“Allofthisstuffisobviousandstupid.”

�“Writingthisisawasteoftime,no-onewillactuallydoanyofthis.”

�“I’mnotacounsellororaguru.WhoamItogivethisadviceto
anyone?”

So,whatcanwedoaboutnegativeself-talk?WecanBeKindtoOur-
selves!Wecanfightitwithpositiveself-talk!Ifyounoticethatyour
self-talkisgettingoutofhandandstartingtosoundnegative,youcan
fightitwithsomepositiveself-talk.You’llneedtoplaywiththistechnique
tofindyourowntoneforpositiveself-talk.Ithelpstorehearseitoutloud
acoupletimes.“I’msodumb.Ohyeah?Iamlearning.I’mstudying
manifolds.Thisistheoppositeofdumb.’’Orsomethinglike,“I’llnever
passthiscourse.I’mdoomed.Well,I’mabletodevotethenexthalf-hour
tostudying.IfIstudyforthenexthalfhour,thenIwillimprovemyodds
ofpassingthecourse.”

Inthislastexampleofpositiveself-talk,Iincludedinanotherlearning
strategy.Ifwe’reworkingwithatimerthenwecanusethetimertolimit
thescopeofournegativeself-talk.Wecansay:“Yeah,thisproblemis
hard.Idon’tunderstanditrightnow.But,infifteenminutes,oncemy
timergoesoff,Icanleaveitbehind.”

6IdentifyTheFirstTrickyThing

Gettingcompletelylostiscommonwhenlearninganewmathematicalcon-
ceptbyreadingatextbook,orreviewingyourlecturenotes.Asyouread
along,ahazinessorconfusionstartstodevelopimperceptibly.Thingsmake
lessandlesssenseasyouread.Eventually,yougetsoconfusedthatyou
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Meditationcanhelpwithtestanxiety,emotionalself-regulation,anda
wholehostofotherissues.Youdon’tneedtodomuchofitfortheeffects
tobepresent.Aslittleasfiveminutesadaycanhavesignificantpositive
effects.

10.3WriteaJournal:Gratitude

Getacheapnotebookandapen,writedownthedate,andthenwriteabit
aboutyourlife.Dothisasoftenasyoulike.Takingtimetoreflectonyour
life,acknowledgethehardships,andwriteaboutthethingsthatbringyou
joyispowerful.I’vebeendoingthiseveryotherdayforabouttwentyfive
years.Journalingisacorepartofmylife.

Yourjournalisaplacewhereyoucandoanything.Youcanwriteuntil
youareoutofideas,andthenyou’llfindthatyouhaveevenmoreideas
beyondtheusualones.Youcanre-visitanexperienceinwriting,andgain
anewperspectiveonit.Youcanwritealistofallthethingsthatyou’re
thankfulfor.Youcanwriteaboutyourlifegoals.Revisitingyourlifegoals
inwritingcangiveastrongsenseofpurpose.

Eventually,ifyoukeeponwriting,you’llfindthelifehasanincredibly
richandvariedtexture.Youwillstarttoappreciatethingsmoreandmore
bypayingattentiontothem.And,rathersubtly,you’llbemoregrateful.

10.4LifeGoals

Andmyfinalpieceofadviceisthis:Writeaconcretedescriptionofwhat
youwanttodowithyourlife.Somanythingsclickintoplaceonceyou’ve
thoughtforabitaboutwhatyouwantthepurposeofyourlifetobe.

ThisfinalsectionexplainsashortwritingexercisecalledTheAlan
LakeinLifeGoalsExercise.Youneedthreepiecesofapaper,apen,a
timer,andaboutfifteenminutes.Irecommenddoingtheexerciseonpa-
per,insteadofelectronically,becauseIfindthatIengagemorefullyand
writesloweronpaper.Hereisanoutlineofthelifegoalsexercise.

Atthetopofablankpieceofpaperwrite:

Whataremylifetimegoals?

Writefreelyfortwominutes,withoutcensoringyourselfatall.Youare
notcommitingtothesegoals,you’rejustwritingthemdown.Dreambig.
Perhapsyouwanttovisitthemoon.Runamajorcompany.Dreamsmall.
Youcouldgoforacountrydrivewithyourfamily.Bakemorebread.Try
tolistasmuchaspossible.Onceyou’vecompletedyourtwominutesof
freewriting,takeanothertwominutestoreviseandaddtoyourlifegoals
list.Perhapsthereisathemetoyourlifegoalsthatyouonlynoticedonce
youweredonethefirstdraft.Addthattheme.
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have no idea what anything means. At this point, your negative self-talk
can take over and force you away from the new material.

One strategy for getting out of this situation without letting negative
self-talk crush us, is to backtrack to the beginning of the material and
identify the first tricky thing. By reading carefully, with pencil and paper,
we can usually find a specific sentence where the material got tricky.

Here is an analogy for this process. We can imagine the material that
we want to learn as a road at night. The road is lit by streetlamps, which
represent sentences in a reading. At the beginning of the road, everything
is bright and comprehensible. At the end of the road, everything is dark
and incomprehensible. When we noticed that we’ve come to a dark part
of the road, we can go back to the beginning, and pay attention to the
individual street lamps. There will be some first street lamp that is not
turned on. That’s the “first tricky thing” and we want to pay attention to
it.

Once we know where the first tricky thing is, we can set about trying
to understand it. With any luck, we can figure it out and make some
progress. That street lamp turns on, and the road becomes a little bit
brighter. Knowing the location of the first tricky part can help us ask a
precise question.

7 Learn to Ask Precise Questions

Mathematics is a language for asking and answering extremely precise ques-
tions. By getting better at asking questions, we can improve our ability to
answer questions. Often, when a student comes to asking for direct one-
on-one help with a course, I encourage them to come back the next week
with three questions about the course material. Usually, their first batch
of questions is quite vague. I answer the vague questions, send them back,
and ask for more precise questions. A week later, the questions are much
better. Asking questions is a skill that improves with practice.

As you’re reading a piece of mathematics, it is helpful to identify the
first tricky thing. Once you know its location, you can ask specific questions
about it. By formulating a precise question about the tricky thing, you
can hopefully figure it out. At the very least, you have a question to ask
someone.

Suppose that you were reviewing your lecture notes about rotations. At
some point, the notes assert:

det(Rθ) ̸= 0 and so rotations are invertible.

If you wanted to understand this point better, you might formulate a
question about it. Consider the following questions which get more and
more specific.
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If you try this prescription out immediately before studying, then I am
certain that you will feel the increase of energy and awareness. Once you
get in a daily groove of exercise, continue to experiment and explore. If
you’re interested in learning more about exercise, then I would be glad to
suggest additional resources.

10.2 Do Nothing: Meditate

The act of sitting down, breathing deeply, and clearing your mind is much
harder than you would expect. I recommend that everyone try meditation,
at least a few times, to appreciate how difficult it is.

As an exercise, try the following simple meditation technique:

� Find somewhere that you can sit comfortably without interruption.

� Set a timer for two minutes.

� Pay attention to your breath:

– Notice the sensation of breathing in.

– Notice the sensation of breathing out.

– When you get distracted, acknowledge that you are distracted,
and return to focusing your attention on your breath.

– When the two minute timer goes off, you are done meditating.

If you try this exercise, you will immediately get distracted6. It happens
instantaneously. As soon as you want to sit and breathe, you’ll start think-
ing about all sorts of random things. Once you are distracted, acknowledge
it and think to yourself “Wow — I’m distracted.” Turn your attention back
to your breath. Keep gently returning your awareness back to your breath
until the timer goes off.

The point of this sort of meditation is to build up the ability to direct
your thoughts. Gently returning your attention to your breath is a means
of learning of this ability. Once you’ve tried meditating a few times, you’ll
become more aware of what it feels like to be distracted. If you try to
do short bursts of focused work, as I recommend in Set a Timer, then
meditation will help you realize when you are distracted.

6As I write this, I tried out the meditation exercise myself. Immediately, I got dis-
tracted because I wasn’t sure if the timer that I set worked. (The timer that I used
doesn’t display any count down and I haven’t used that particular timer software in a
long time.) I got distracted thinking about about: whether the baby would cry, whether
my runny nose would become a problem, a friend of mine has a young daughter who is
having trouble sleeping at night, by the fridge turning on, etc. I got distracted thinking
about all the things that I got distracted by. I got distracted by wondering if I should try
to keep a count of the number of things that I got distracted by. The list of distractions
just keeps on going.
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1.Idon’tunderstandinvertiblity.

2.Whyarerotationsinvertible?

3.Whydotherotationmatricesalwayshavenon-zerodeterminant?

Thefirst“question”(whichisreallyastatement)issobroadastobe
unapproachable.IfyouaskedaprofessororTAthis“question”thenthey
wouldprobablytrytoanswerit.However,theywouldspendalotoftime
talkingaboutthingsotherthanyourmainconcern:rotations.

Thesecondquestionismorespecific.Itaddressesyourconcernabout
rotationsandinvertibility;however,itcouldbeaddressedgeometrically.
Thesecondquestionisstillnotspecificenoughtohelpaddressyourpoint.
Andso,weformulatethethirdquestionwhichisveryprecise.Itisprecise
enoughtoaddressexactlythepartofthenotesthatisuncleartoyou.

7.1KnowTheDefinitions

Inmathematics,therearelotsandlotsofdefinitions.Everythingmeans
somethingprecise.Onewaytoboostyourgradesistomemorizetheprecise
definitionofeverything.Ifyouknow,ataglance,whatallthetermsmean,
you’llbewellonyourwaytounderstanding.

ConsiderthefollowingcomplicateddefinitionfromMATA29.

TheRiemannsumis:

lim
n→∞

n∑
k=0

f(x∗
k)∆xk

Thisdefinitionhasalotofsub-parts.Wenamethemnow:

�Theend-pointsareasequencexksuchthat:

a=x0<x1<...<xn=b

�∆xkisthelengthoftheinterval[xk,xk+1].

�x∗
kisasamplepointintheinterval[xk,xk+1].

Ifthislimitexistsandisindependentofthechoiceofsample
pointsandend-points,thenwesaythatthefunctionisRie-
mannintegrable.

Sometimesweekslater,afterwe’vebeenusingthisalongwhile,someone
willask:“Whatisasamplepoint?”Andtheansweris:“Exactlywhatit
saysinthebox.It’sapointin[xk,xk+1].”
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10GeneralLifeSkills

Thissub-sectioncontainssomegeneraladvicewhichisnotexplicitlymath-
ematicalorrelatedtostudyskills.Ihesitatedtoincludethefollowing
materialinthispage.However,mylifehasbeendramaticallyimprovedby
practicingalittlebitofeachofthesethings.So,I’veincludedalittlebit
aboutexercise,meditation,andjournaling.

10.1DoSomething:Exercise

Warning:Iamnotamedicaldoctor.Eventhoughtheamountofexercise
thatIamgoingtorecommendisminimal,Idon’tknowyourphysical
conditionoranyissuesthatyoumighthave.Itisalwaysworthwhileto
talkwithadoctorbeforebeginninganewexerciseprogram.Talktoyour
doctor,andlistentoyourbody.

Trythefollowingexperiment,ifyourcircumstancespermitit
4
.Ask

yourselfhowenergeticandawaredoyoufeelrightnow?Mentallymakea
noteofhowyouarefeeling;assignyourselfascorefromone(barelyawake)
toten(hyperenergeticandaware).Getupfromyourcomputer,putthis
bookletaway,orputdownyourphone,andtryoutthefollowing.Jump
upanddowntwentytimesinarow.Andonceyou’redone,askyourself
again,howenergeticandawareyoufeel.Inmyexperience,thelittlebitof
exercisecausedanoticeableandbeneficialboostinmyenergylevel.After
jumpingaroundabit,Ihavemoreenergyandagreatersenseofawareness
andfocus.Asyou’vejustseen,bydoingtheexperiment,alittlebitof
exercisecanchangeyourenergylevelandabilitytofocus.

Irecommenddoingsomeamountofexercise,evenanitty-bittylittlebit,
everyday.Justwalkingahalf-hourperdayisknowntohavesignificant
medicalbenefits.Youcanchooseyourownexercisestodo.Theexercise
programthatyouchoosedoesnotneedtobecomplicatedandyoudon’t
needtogothegym

5
.

Irecommendthefollowingsimpleexercisesasagoodplacetostart:
walking,jumpingjacks,andsquats.Noneoftheserequireanyequipment,
andtheycanbedoneanywhere.Aminimalprescriptionfordailyexercise,
mightbesomethinglikethis:

1.10minuteswalking

2.3setsof25jumpingjacks

3.3setsof10squats

4AsIwritethis,Itriedouttheexperimentmyself.So,youcanbesurethatatleast
onepersonsomewherehasdonethis.It’s08:40inthemorning,I’msittingbythebank
oftheRiverLeanearThreeMillsinLondon,England.Initially,Iratedmyawareness
andenergylevel5/10.Afterjumpingtwentytimes,Ifeelcloserto7/10.

5AsaUTSCstudent,youhavefreeaccesstoTorontoPanAmSportsCenter.Ifyou
wanttogetintoseriousgymstuff,likeweight-liftingorteamsports,theyhaveatonne
ofgreatresources.
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The student then asks a follow-up question: “Well, what’s [xk, xk+1]?”
And the answer is the same: “Exactly what it says in the box. It’s an
interval between end-points.” This kind of conversation can go on and on.
The point is this: A mathematical object is always precisely defined. If
you know the definition, or know where to look for it, then you can save
yourself a lot of confusion and trouble.

On the other hand, there is a distinction between what a definition says
on paper and what it means. This deeper level of meaning is hard to get
at and learning to extract meaning from definitions is an important skill
to develop. These meanings are often so personal that they are hard to
communicate in writing. Different people, with different life experiences,
will find different meanings in the same mathematical objects. A simple and
widely recognized example would be that the Riemann sum really means:
“slice up the area in to thin rectangles and add up their areas.”

This meaning can help contextualize and remember parts of the defini-
tion. Looking at it again, we see that the products f(x∗

k)∆xk are areas of
rectangles. The term ∆xk is supposed to be small or thin. These heuristics
are not written in to the definition, but they help remember it.

And so, definitions have two important aspects: the definition in writ-
ing, and its meaning. It is, especially in the beginning, important to know
the precise definitions as close verbatim as possible. One cannot use these
meanings, or heuristic understandings, to solve homework problems.

8 Teach Other People (or Rubber Duckies)

The best way to learn a subject is to teach it.
— Everybody Ever

Humans are social creatures. We do our best work with other people.
For this reason, some people do their best thinking only when talking out
loud to an audience. If you can convince a friend or room mate to help you
study, then ask them to patiently listen while you explain stuff. Promise
that you will return the favour and listen to them explain stuff after. It is
especially helpful if they don’t know the material which you want to learn.

A patient audience, who will listen to you endlessly, is a rare thing.
Finding an audience to teach is the hard part of this approach. Luckily,
there is a simple solution. Get a rubber ducky2. Explain the problem the
subject that you’re learning to the rubber ducky. Be sure to talk out loud
and clearly explaining everything to the ducky. Initially, it will feel a little
bit crazy. After a while though, you’ll get comfortable with the process.

2It doesn’t have to be an actual rubber ducky, but it should be lively and friendly.
Our brains process visual images containing eyes and mouths differently from other
visual stimuli. My rubber ducky is a little three-eyed monster. I would advise against
explaining stuff out loud to an empty room or a pet rock. It can be done, but it’s not
as effective as explaining to a happy little rubber duck.
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9 Keep Seeking Help

There are so many resources available at UTSC to help you succeed in
mathematics.

1. The Math Help Center IA 3100

2. CTL’s Math and Stats Support

3. Facilitated Study Groups

4. TAs’ office hours

5. Professors’ office hours

6. Upper year students

However, it is easy to avoid all these resources and feel totally isolated.
We feel that seeking help is a waste of time or that it diminishes us. The
truth is that you don’t need to face your courses alone. When I was growing
up, my instinct was to avoid seeking help and figure things out on my own.
Eventually, I learned to combat this instinct and actively seek help.

Seeking help is a skill. You can get better at it through practice. Part
of seeking help is learning to asking precise questions that will benefit you.
Another part of seeking help is to learning to identify who3 can help you
and when.

Initially, asking for help makes us feel vulnerable or exposed. Society
makes us feel that ignorance or not-knowing is a bad. It is worthwhile to
pay attention to your self-talk surrounding help seeking. With practice, we
can get very comfortable seeking help. Initially, it helps to be mindful of
the fact that the university is an institution of learning. Its role in society
is to produce and disseminate new knowledge. By seeking help, by seeking
learning, you are actively furthering that mission.

Professors love to help and discuss ideas. Often students ask if they can
ask a “quick” question. Ask deep, murky, confusing questions! We love to
talk about ideas. It’s the best part of the job.

3Identifying who can help you is a major accomplishment once you reach the research
level of learning. After you complete a PhD, there might only be a handful of people
on Earth who know your field of study as well as you. It is helpful to be on good terms
with these people. I had several research breakthroughs that consisted entirely of finding
someone else that was better prepared to answer than me.
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