Writing in Trigonometry (math 111)

     One of the weaknesses in the way math has been taught is the emphasis on the manipulation of symbols, rather than on the meaning of the symbols. Math symbols are abbreviations for words or phrases of some language, such as English. Equations are abbreviations of sentences. Math notation allows us to express ideas in very precise and concise ways. However, if the focus is on the symbols, then the meaning can be obscured. When people use their own words to express mathematical ideas, they focus on the meaning, rather than the symbols. This is why we are bringing a writing component into math 111. 

     When we grade writing problems, we will be addressing three questions. First, is the response accurate (correct)? Second, does it answer the question? Once you have written a response, reread the problem, then read your response. This will help you see if you did respond to the problem. Third, complete sentences should be used to present a complete idea. Your response should include, in some way, a statement of the question, a statement of relevant facts, and a conclusion.   

     An example of a writing problem and four responses appear below. Each response has been graded and critiqued. The details of grading the writing problems and the system of partial credit for your class will be determined by your teacher.

Example: Could angles of 
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 be the angles of an isosceles triangle? Explain. (This problem is worth 6 points.)
Response A: No.
Grade: 1 point. The answer is correct, but no explanation is made.

Response B: No, because no two angles are equal.

Grade: 3 points. The answer is correct, and an understanding of the main issue is presented. However, this is neither a complete sentence, nor a complete idea. 
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Response C: The three angles of any triangle add to 
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.  Therefore, these angles could be the angles of an isosceles triangle. 
Grade: 2 points. The response uses complete sentences to present a complete idea, and the statement about the sum of the angles of a triangle is true. However, this does not respond to the question about ISOSCELES triangles, and the conclusion is incorrect.

Response D: Base angles of an isosceles triangle are equal. No two of 
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 are equal. Therefore, these angles could NOT be the angles of an isosceles triangle. 

Grade: 6 points (full credit). The response accurately answers the question. Complete sentences are used to construct a complete idea.
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