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GENERAL APPROACHTO WORD (STORY) PROBLEMS

1. Read the problem and be sure you understand all words--
product, perimeter, head wind, equilateral, etc. If there are
any unfamiliar words, look them up in the text or in a
dictionary.

2. Restate the problem in your own words, making a sketch if
appropriate. Without looking at the problem, explain what is
known and what is being asked.

3. Decide what is being asked for and assign it (them) a letter.
Do not worry about the number of variables. One person may
understand a problem best using only one variable while
another person prefers two. Do what makes sense to you.

4. Write a clear description of the unknown, being sure to
include units.

A statement such as "x = distance" does not say enough.
A complete description might be "x = the distance (in
miles) the speeder travels before being overtaken by the
police".
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The following are examples of well defined variables.
x = length of the radius (in inches) .

x = the number of nickels in Jack's pocket
x = Jane's age three years ago (in years)
x = boat's speed in stillwater (in miles/hour)

Some people prefer to use a table (grid) to arrange their
information. If you like this method, then be sure you
clearly understand the meaning of each entry. Test yourself
by selecting an entry and explaining it.

5. Translate each English statement into a mathematical statement.
(Note that special symbols exist for such words as "product",
"difference", "is", etc.)

'6. Test each equation to be sure it is correct. For example, if
the problem says that there are twice as many dimes as

. quarters, pretend there are 12 dimes and 6 quarters and see if
these numbers work in your equation.

7. Solve the equation(s) for the unknown(s). Recall all the
methods you have learned: substitution, elimination, factoring,
the quadratic formula, etc.
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8. Substitute your results into the original problem to be sure

that all conditions are satisfied.
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9. Answer the question, giving units as needed.
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