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Chapter 2: How Do I Read the Textbook? 
Reading the Textbook 

 
Most math courses are text driven. In other words, the content being covered in the lecture is closely 
tied to the material provided in the textbook. It is crucial, therefore, that you read the textbook for 
understanding as opposed to just looking at it. 

 
Although students of all learning styles will utilize different techniques in the reading of the textbook, 
there are some common habits that everyone should form in order to be successful in a math course. 
These habits are provided below. 

 
Getting to Know Your Textbook 

 
To begin, you need to familiarize yourself with the textbook. First you should look inside the front and 
back covers of the textbook. Here you may find useful formula charts that could be utilized throughout 
the course (see Figure 2A). These will be very useful as quick references when you need them. 

 
Moving slightly further into the book you should take a look at the table of contents at the front of the 
textbook. This will not only show you what the chapters are, but whether there are any appendices and 
solution sets included as well. Quickly notice the order in which the content will be presented as well as 
what information is provided in each appendix. If this information is not provided in the table of 
contents you can just turn to the back of the textbook and investigate it for yourself. 

 
In addition, the last few pages of the textbook will oftentimes contain one or all of the following: 1) an 
index for easy reference for terms and topics discussed in the textbook, 2) a glossary of terms, and 3) 
solutions to selected exercises from each chapter and section. You should become familiar with each of 
these as well if they are provided. 

 
Next, you should spend time reading through the preface and/or introduction included by the author. 
Some textbooks may even address you directly in a “For the Student” section as well. Some of the 
common elements you will read about include special features and resources provided in or with the 
textbook. In these days of technological advances, there is oftentimes a compact disc included that may 
contain special software, lecture videos, or study tools for your use. After reading the introduction you 
should quickly look through the textbook and notice the layout of each chapter. A description of this 
layout is sometimes provided near the front of the textbook as well (see Figure 2B.) 
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Figure 2A 
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Usually chapters begin with titles and headings for the entire chapter, along with a brief statement of  
the purpose of the chapter, i.e., how it may connect with what you’ve learned in previous chapters and 
what you will be expected to have learned after completing the current chapter.  This introduction is 
followed by individual sections that will contain separate lists of objectives or goals. Within each 
objective there are new concepts presented along with supporting examples with solutions and  
unsolved practice exercises for you to attempt. This pattern is repeated until information for all 
objectives is presented. Then there may be a section review page followed by a large set of exercises 
from which your homework assignments will usually come. Finally, at the end of each chapter there will 
be a complete summary of the concepts from all sections, additional review problems, and a practice or 
chapter test. 

 
When looking through the chapters you should be careful to notice the special features provided to help 
you to identify important information. This information is usually highlighted using tables, graphs, 
summary boxes, margin notes, special icons, and special printing formats (See Figure 2C.) 
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Figure 2C 
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What to Read and When to Read It 

 
At the beginning of a course, the professor will provide you with a syllabus. In this syllabus you will find 
general information about the course and college policies. In addition, the professors may specify which 
chapters, sections, and objectives will be covered in the course. You should familiarize yourself with this 
document by reading through it and making comparisons with your textbook. Not all content presented 
in the textbook will necessarily be covered in the course. Be sure to notice any missing chapters, 
sections, or objectives from the syllabus. This will save you time and effort in the future if you know 
what you are expected to learn. 

 
It is recommended that you spend time quickly reading through the appropriate sections in the textbook 
before and/or after each class period making your own annotations directly on the textbook pages (e.g., 
in the margin.) This activity contains multiple steps that can be summarized as follows: 

 
1. Preview the entire section to be read before actually reading. Look for things that stand 

out like definitions of new terms, steps to a solution procedure, and special warnings or 
notes. 

2. Formulate questions about the section using the headings and figures as a guide. 
3. Read through the textbook for comprehension while looking for the answers to the 

questions posed in previous step, making annotations and taking notes as you read. 
Any question not answered should be saved to be answered in the upcoming class 
lecture or outside of class using the professor (during office hours), other students (in a 
study group), or with a tutor. 

 

In Figure 2D, it is demonstrated how Figure 2C can be marked up with personal annotations. Figure 2E is 
also provided for further demonstration of the annotations that may be made. 
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Figure 2D 
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Figure 2E 
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Ready, Set, Read 

 
To begin, you must realize that it is extremely important for you to be prepared for class. Reading the 
textbook is one of the most useful tools that will help you be prepared for class. At the very least you 
should skim through the sections to be covered in class before it begins, taking note of any new 
information that is to be discussed. 

 
Once class begins, it is important for you to be actively engaged in the class.  Having read through the 
section will help you recognize information when the professor speaks on it. You may have your 
textbook open to the appropriate section and quickly making notes in it while the class period 
progresses. 

 
When class ends, it is crucial for you to remain engaged by continuing the learning process after each 
class. You should look again at your textbook as soon as possible after class so that the information 
provided is fresh in your mind. 

 

Following the format of what reading activities can be done before, during, and after class, some 
suggestions are provided in the following pages that are specific to each of the three learning styles used 
in this guide. 

Visual Learners 

 
Before Class 

 If you have time, read the textbook sections silently to yourself using text 
annotation techniques in the margins of the pages to remind you where 
potentially important information is found. 

 Read through the examples provided. Reason along with the explanations or solution 
steps (if provided) to see the “whys” in the processes. 

 
During Class 

 Play close attention to what is being written in class for you to see (see Chapter 4, on 
taking notes.) Follow along in the textbook by noting the pages where the 
information being provided is found. Wherever possible, look at charts and tables that 
may summarize what the professor is providing. Mark up your textbook as much as 
needed with charts and flow- diagrams of your own. 

 
After Class 

 Reflect on the information by using your “mind’s eye” to bring to your remembrance 
how the lecture went. Recall anything special about the lecture, and where you may 
have seen it in the textbook. 

 Rehearse the information by reading the textbook sections again. 

 Review the information by using the textbook as a guide for identifying 
definitions, procedures, and other key concepts. 

 Make and use flash cards to practice definitions of key phrases, terms, rules, and 
other procedures to visually match information (e.g., match a term on one card with 
its definition 
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on another, or order the steps of a procedure properly with each step on a separate card, 
etc.) 

 Actively view any available video for the material to be covered in the next lecture, 
formulating questions for information you do not understand. Pay close attention to 
the information that is written in the video for you to see. (This could include software 
and other resources that have examples with animation.) 

 

 
Auditory Learners 

 
Before Class 

  Skim through the section to be covered while reading pieces of information out loud to 
yourself. 

 Use the highlighting features provided as a guide to identify what is important. 

 Talk yourself through the examples provided. Reason along with the explanations or 
solution steps (if provided) to hear the “whys” in the processes. This may include 
filling in the gaps when solution steps are skipped in the textbook. 

 
During Class 

 Take “light” notes. Listen more closely to what is being said in the class, making note of 
the clearly important information and the answers to the questions you formed before 
class from the textbook. Note that other students may have had similar questions, so 
listen to the all discussion involving another student that pertains to the material. 

 
After Class 

 Read the text out loud to yourself (or listen to recorded versions of text if available) 
making sure you understand what you are hearing and paying close attention to any 
special features used to set information apart from the rest of the material. 

 Reflect on the information by talking yourself through your thoughts. Listen to the 
recording of the lecture again, or view the video on the sections covered in class again, 
without taking notes. 

 Rehearse the information by reading your notes, repeating what the instructor said, 
and reading the textbook sections again. 

 Review the information by using the textbook as a guide for identifying 
definitions, procedures, and other key concepts. 

 Practice definitions of key phrases, terms, rules, and other procedures audibly using 
flash cards (e.g., have phrase read to you, then rehearse the meaning out loud, or 
verbally express a rule and when it should be used, etc.) 

Tactile Learners 

 
Before Class 

 While skimming through the section, write out the terms, definitions, and procedures. 
Work yourself through the examples provided in the textbook. Reason along with the 
explanations or solution steps (if provided) to work out the “whys” in the processes. 
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 Practice definitions of key phrases, terms, rules, and other procedures physically using 
note cards (e.g., rewrite words and definitions multiple times to become familiar with 
them before class.) 

 

 
During Class 

 If can be done easily, follow along with the lecture while finding the corresponding 
information in the textbook. Actively mark up your textbook during the lecture, 
highlighting important information. 

After Class 

 Reflect on the information by rewriting your lecture notes while using the text to fill in 
gaps. Rehearse the information by writing additional notes from the textbook that support 
the lecture notes taken in class. Write and rewrite as much as necessary until you 
remember the information. 

 Review the information by using the textbook as a guide for identifying definitions, 
procedures, and other key concepts. Write information again from memory. 

 Read through the textbook sections and use different highlighting techniques to bring 
focus to certain portions of the material (i.e., underline new words, highlight key phrases, 
circle difficult concepts, etc) Use multiple colors whenever possible. Be sure not to 
highlight the entire section, but only what looks to be important now. 

 As you read through the text make notes in the margins from your own thoughts 
to reinforce ideas and questions you may form. 

 In addition to margin notes write or type a separate set of notes for important 
definitions, concepts, or solution processes. The act of writing it yourself will reinforce 
the material. 

It is hoped that by making use of some of these activities that your experience with your textbook will 
be a fruitful one and you will have more success in your math course. 
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Chapter 2: How Do I Read the Textbook? 
Reading the Textbook 

Review Questions 

1. Define text driven. 

2. Where may you find a formula chart in your textbook? Is there one in the textbook you are 
using in this course? 

3. According to Chapter 2: How Do I read the Textbook, what will you find at the end of each 
chapter in your textbook? 

4. What is a syllabus? 

5. What type of information can you find in a syllabus? 

6. Why is it important to spend time reading through the appropriate sections in the textbook 
before and/or after each class period? 

7. List four things you can do after class to help you remember and understand the material 
presented that day. 


