
Approaches to 
Problem-Solving 

An analytical look at solving problems 



Try to remain calm 

 When you see a problem you don't know how to do, don't panic. 

 If you find yourself panicking, try to calm down; believe in your 
abilities. 



Don't Over-complicate 

 Start out with the assumption that the problem will be easy 

 It's easier to start this way and be proven wrong than to start thinking 
it's hard and be prove right. 

 If you know that something always has the same answer and need 
to find that answer, try checking the simplest example 

 If an equation always has the same value, try plugging in a number 
that will make things simple (like 0 or 1) 



Use Meta-knowledge 

 Sometimes there is additional information at your disposal hidden 
nearby. 

 If you're in a chapter about x, it stands to reason that you will have to 
do something related to x. 

 Other, similar problems often have useful information. 



Use what tools you have 

 If you haven't learned a skill, it is unlikely you will be able to use it 
on a problem. 

 Material from later chapters in a textbook should not be required to 
do problems from earlier chapters 

 We live in the information age, if nobody seems able to help, you 
can still try learning on your own. 



Don't let technology be a crutch 

 Technology is around to make our lives easier.  If your technology is 
doing something for you that you don't understand, it is not doing 
what it is supposed to. 

 Even assuming you always have the technology to do something 
nearby, knowing how it works will make you better able to use it. 



Figuring out strange problems 

 Try to apply what you know until you get somewhere 

 The problem might be a weird phrasing of an easy problem. 

 Try to figure out any implications of the given information 



Be aware of your time 

 If a problem is taking too long, you may be thinking about it the 
wrong way 

 If you have a set amount of time to do the problem (such as on a 
test), you may have to decide if the problem is worth your time 

 Don't rush through the problem 

 Simple mistakes are even easier to make when you go too fast 



Check your work 

 Make sure everything matches up after each step you take (it's easy 
to lose a symbol somewhere). 

 Sometimes it is better to have someone else check your work so 
that your mind doesn't fill in any gaps 



Try to stay focused 

 If you find yourself spacing out, try approaching your problem from 
another perspective 

 If you really can't seem to keep your mind on the problem, you may 
want to take a break if you have the time 



Practice 

 As with most things, the more you practice, the more you hone your 
problem solving skill 

 As you practice, your understanding will likely also improve 



Every problem has a purpose 

 Just because you can't see the purpose doesn't mean it isn't there. 

 Some purposes are more trivial than others. 


