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Dear Student, 

In arithmetic you have learned to work with numbers. Algebra is an extension of arithmetic, 
where you learn to work with symbols. It is the language of all of mathematics and science, 
and a tool for solving problems in business and engineering. 

In the future more and more algebra will be done by computer. But what good would it do you 
to have a computer ready to do the algebra for you if you didn't understand what algebra is? It 
would be as useful as a calculator to someone who didu't know the meaning of numbers. 

Algebra is difficult to learn, but it is the key to so many possibilities in your life that it is worth 
the effort. You cannot learn algebra just by listening to your teacher. You need to be much 
more involved: do your homework every day, read the book carefully, and if necessary, get 
help from your teacher. Good work habits are essential if you want to succeed in this class. 

Most importantly, be ready to discuss difficult problems with your classmates, sometimes to 
help them, and sometimes to get help from them. Talking is the best way to sort out what you 
understand from what you don't understand, and explaining is the best way to improve your 
understanding. While learning math and problem solving, you will also be improving your 
ability to communicate with other people. 

You may be surprised at how much writing will be expected from you. Almost every lesson 
requires you to explain something, and you will have to write reports on a regular basis. This is 
difficult at first, but it will help you in the long run, by making you not only a better mathe­
matician, but also a better thinker, and a better writer. 

Good work habits, communicating, thinking, and writing will help you no matter what you do 
in the future. But of course, as math teachers, we would like you to stick with it, and take many 
more math classes. To convince you of this, we have tried to write a book that you will find 
interesting and that puts you, the student, in the center of the action. 

Sincerely, 

Anita Wah and Henri Picciotto 



Dear Parent, 

This book is different from the book you used if you took algebra. It certainly is different from 
the books we used. We have taught from many algebra textbooks over the years, and are well 
acquainted with the traditional algebra course. The course had many problems: there were 
many Ds and Fs, and even students who got good grades often did not really understand what 
they were doing. In addition, the development of calculator and computer technology has made 
it imperative to change the emphasis of the course. Moreover, as a profession, math teachers 
now have a better understanding of how students learn. 

This book is based on three big ideas, which have been guiding principles in our teaching: 

• In order to learn to reason flexibly and independently about the abstract concepts of algebra, 
students need tools to think with. These tools should be designed to support students' work 
with the main ideas of algebra: variables, operations, equations, functions, and so on. We 
use manipulative, electronic, and old-fashioned pencil-and-paper tools. 

• Learning mathematics should be based on solving interesting problems. Students' skills 
develop best if they are given an interesting context to practice them in. Look through the 
book at the wide variety of problems we address: air travel, get-rich-quick schemes, tele­
phone billing plans, children's growth rates, making cranberry-apple juice, car and bicycle 
trips, and on and on. 

• Most students will not remember concepts if they are explained once or twice by a teacher 
and practiced in isolation over a short period of time. Students must be involved in their 
own learning, and have experience with ideas in many forms and formats over an extended 
period of time. They must experiment, conjecture, discover, and write about what they are 
thinking. In this book, important ideas are returned to over and over, and much work is 
expected of the student hard work, but work that is more varied and interesting than the 
traditional drill and practice. 

After using this book, your child will be exceptionally well prepared for future courses, 
because we have made a point of giving extra emphasis to the areas that are most important to 
the rest of secondary school math and science: square roots, proportions, scientific notation, 
functions, and symbol sense. In addition, the emphasis on thinking, communication, and writ­
ing skill will help across the whole curriculum. 

If you have any questions about this course, we are sure your student's teacher will be glad to 
help answer them. The biggest help you can provide is to make sure that your student does 
algebra homework every day. 

Sincerely, 

Anita Wah and Henri Picciotto 


