
Math Help 
 

Math is one of those subjects that drive children insane in school.  As the years have 

passed, math has changed from the simple addition, subtraction, multiplication and 

division to more complex subjects as trigonometry and calculus.  Some professions 

require people to have more advanced skills than others, such as drafting and 

architecture.  Depending on the type of field a person wishes to go into determines the 

level of math that is required. 

 

History Of Math 

 

Since the dawn of time, math has been a part of everyday life in some form or another, 

even before anything was recorded in writing.  Paleontologists found drawings in caves 

in South Africa dating back to 70,000 BC indicating that primitive man had knowledge of 

math and time based on the movement of stars.  The drawings were geometric patterns 

scratched into the rock.  Discoveries in France also indicate that early man was trying to 

quantify the concept of time. 

 

Some of the evidence includes the scratching of twenty-eight, twenty-nine, or thirty 

scratches on a piece of bone which scientists believe were ancient women tracking their 

monthly cycles.  There is also evidence that hunters understood the idea of herds and 

could comprehend the idea of one, two, many, none, and zero when looking at animals. 

 

Designs such as the many megalithic monuments found in England and Scotland date 

back to the Bronze Age and the circles, ellipses and triples in their design are also signs 

that primitive man understood the theory behind math.  Ancient Indians in India and 

Pakistan were the first to develop a system of uniform weights and measures that utilized 

the basics of the decimal system.  The streets were laid out with perfect right angles, and 

some of the ancient artifacts found in the Indian Pakistani city were decimal rulers, 

compasses made out of sea shells, navigational tools that measured the stars, and other 

items that had clear mathematical use.   

 

The earliest evidence of mathematics in China dates back to the Shang Dynasty, circa 

1600-1046 BC.  Tortoise shells were found with numbers scratched upon the surface and 

it is believed the numbers indicate a decimal system of some type.  Based on the artifacts, 

this was the most advanced system used in the world at the time and allowed people 

knowledgeable in it to carry out complex equations on the abacus, which was invented 

around 190 AD. 

 

The Middle East, the area once known as Babylon and included the peoples of 

Mesopotamia (now Iraq) and Sumeria, was a hotbed of study for early mathematics.  It 

eventually merged with the forms used by the Greeks and Egyptians, and eventually the 

entire area became an important center of study for Islamic mathematics.  Everything 

scientists know about Babylonian math comes from the four hundred plus tablets that 

have been unearthed since the 1850s.  They are written in Cuneiform script and some of 

the tablets might actually be graded homework ‘papers’ of ancient students.  The 



Sumerians were some of the first to use multiplication and division tables, geometry 

exercises, fractions, algebra, trigonometry, and the method of solving linear equations.  

Modern math gets the concept of 60 minutes in an hour, 360 degrees in a circle, and sixty 

seconds in a minute from Babylonian math, which was written using a base-60 numeral 

system.   

 

Egyptian math that has been discovered consists of word problems that were probably 

used more to entertain than teach.  On in particular, though, was actually a method for 

finding the volume of a frustum, the portion of a solid that lies between two parallel 

planes that cuts the solid in half.  The Rhind papyrus was basically a math textbook, 

teaching people how to do arithmetic, geometry, and other basic and complex concepts. 

 

The Iron Age saw the onset of Vedic mathematics, practiced and developed in ancient 

India.  Texts on solving Pi, geometry using prime numbers, cube roots, square roots, 

linear equations, and numerical proof of the Pythagorean Theorem, were all produced by 

ancient Indians.  Panini was the formulator of grammar used in Sanskrit and his notations 

were similar to modern math.  Many of the theories and math forms Panini worked out 

has come to be the basis of many computer programming languages today.  By 200 AD, 

the methods for set theory, indices, and other equations were laid out for use. 

 

The Greeks’ contribution to mathematics was just as great as all the others, but many of 

the theorems, methods, and uses of geometry and algebra back in ancient times were used 

across the Mediterranean and Middle East interchangeably.  The Greeks introduced the 

concept of deductive reasoning to the world, using logic to get conclusions our various 

definitions and axioms used at the time. 

 

The Chinese could actually be considered the founders of modern day architectural math.  

The Nine Chapters on the Mathematical Arts is a full text that includes problems 

involving agriculture, business, geometry to determine construction sizes for Chinese 

pagodas, engineering, surveying and right triangles.  The Chinese also did work on Pi and 

many astronomical measurements still used today.  They were the discoverers of negative 

numbers and binomial theory, calculus, permutations, and even battle formations.  The 

methods of math used and discovered by the Chinese were brought back to Europe by 

Jesuit missionaries in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. 

 

While math was thriving and constantly growing in the Mediterranean, Middle East, and 

Chine, Medieval Europeans had other ideas, and their math was taken in a different 

direction based on the belief that all things were to be measured, numbered, and weighed.  

By 1254, math was once again being discovered in Europe and the Hindu-Arabic 

numerals were introduced to Europeans.  Analysis of local motion and speed was 

developed. 

 

The first math text book was printed in 1472 and mathematics began to develop swiftly 

thanks to contributions from the physical sciences.  Trigonometry became a major branch 

of the mathematical world due to the need for accurate maps that covered large areas, and 



by the end of the century, mathematicians had begun using Hindu-Arabic numerals and 

notation that has lasted though to today with little variation. 

 

By the 17th century, men like Galileo and Tycho Brahe had begun to use math to not 

only map the night sky, but also gauge the distance of other planets in the solar system 

from earth.  Johannes Kepler formulated the mathematical law of planetary motion and 

Isaac Newton revealed his laws of physics, finding the study and concepts now known as 

calculus.   

 

When the 19th century came to a close, abstract math concepts had come to the forefront, 

including the functions of complex variables, convergence of series, algebra, and 

reciprocity law as developed by Carl Friedrich Gauss.  Hyperbolic geometry was 

discovered and introduced to the world as well as Boolean algebra, a form where only 0 

and 1 was used.  This became the basis of binary functions in modern day computer 

sciences.   

 

The twentieth century saw so many new developments that only the most abstract are 

ever spoken about.  The profession of mathematician became popular and many people 

were able to secure jobs as teachers or industrial advisers in the field.  Logic, topology, 

complexity theory, and game theory were all new areas to be explored and discovered, 

and by 1976 the computer was being used more and developed into better machines 

based on the mathematical research of the past.   

 

Now in the 21st century, math has come so far that it is being used in science, 

engineering, and technology in ways ancient founders of math would never have dreamed 

of.  There is a fear by some that students today will become math illiterate due to the 

introduction of computers into society, but there are still many people taking advanced 

math classes in their higher education classes to assuage some of those fears. 

 

Trigonome-what? 

 

Nowadays children are taught more complex math that their parents, leaving the parents 

with the difficult task of having to brush up on their own skills before they can help their 

children.  Many parents never took or learned complex math like trigonometry and 

calculus.  In cases like this, the student sometimes winds up helping the parent. 

 

No matter what age they are, people occasionally need math help.  Most people, unless in 

a field where higher math is needed and used on a daily basis, use the most simple 

arithmetic functions to get through their day to day activities.  Balancing a checkbook, 

keeping track of how much is spent at the grocery store, even figuring up sales tax for an 

item uses only the simplest math that everyone learned in elementary school. 

 

So what happens when a parent or a student needs help to get through a math mess?  

Where do people go?  Anyone with a computer can go on line and find math help in a 

variety of different ways, from worksheets to math games and for just about every type of 

math that is taught in schools today.  Others can get tutoring, either through their local 



schools, privately or with organizations such as Kumon.  While tutoring won’t help the 

parent understand what is going on, the child can get help through a professional service 

who does know.  A lot of times tutors know tricks to make the math click in a student’s 

head. 

 

Math Help For Elementary Students K-6 

 

Elementary students are definitely where parents have to start brushing up on their math 

skills.  While addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division is not necessarily 

difficult, fractions, decimals, and percentages can be confusing especially for someone 

who has not used them in a long time.  Of course, memorization of the addition and 

subtraction tables – as well as multiplication and division tables when the student begins 

to learn them – is one of the best ways to enforce the math the children learn. 

 

Many websites have flashcards that parents can print out and use with their children, 

helping them practice the basic math rules they need to know.  Parents can print these 

cards out, laminate them so they last longer, and use them every night to help their 

children practice.  Some websites offer timed flashcards that appear on line, allowing the 

student to compete against others around the world.  The faster their time, the better they 

have the equations memorized. 

 

Practice worksheets are also another way students can reinforce their math knowledge.  

Parents can make them or print them from math websites.  While they may not be the 

most exciting thing for a child to use to get help, worksheets will give a child visual and 

tactile work.  Some students respond better to this that others.   

 

Students who are very big into playing games can also turn their math studying into a 

game.  One website, .com, offers a game called Matho which is a form of Bingo with 

equations the child has to solve by selecting the correct answer on a Bingo board.  The 

site allows them to submit their time to see how they stack up against others.  Other 

games the website offer include versions of concentration, hidden pictures and planet 

blaster for addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division.  This website also has a 

homework helper, where a student can enter their problem and answer and then find out 

if their answer is correct.  It will show the child step by step solutions to more complex 

problems in order for them to see how it is done. 

 

Math Help For Middle and High School Students 7-12 

 

Upon entering the seventh grade, math classes begin to get more difficult.  Not only are 

students getting deeper into algebra, they are also having to apply the math concepts they 

have already learned in science classes, such as biology, chemistry, and physics.  Many 

parents have never learned the basics of algebra, and when a child’s math is combined 

with science, things can get even more hectic and complicated than before. 

 

While the same tips offered for elementary students apply for older students as well, there 

are other ways to help a student grasp the concepts they are being taught.  For one thing, 



if a parent is good with science, especially chemistry, they can help their child reinforce 

the math formulas they use in class by doing at home experiments.  Reviewing the basic 

concepts in a child’s text book is also helpful and may jar some parent’s memories. 

 

Many websites cater to the higher math classes like algebra and also offer interactive 

tutorials to help the student.  There are also helpful hints for parents and teachers and 

sometimes just reading the teacher’s hints can give a parent the heads up they need in 

order help their child learn the concepts they are being taught. 

 

The Best Help Of All 

 

The best help a child can have in learning and practicing their math is the support or their 

parents, regardless of the fact that the parent may not understand what is being taught.  

By being encouraging, helping as much as possible, and getting the student professional 

help if necessary, a parent is offering their child the best chance possible to understand 

and pass their math exams. 

 

Practice also makes perfect and as much as child would prefer to go outside and play than 

sit inside doing math practice worksheets, a parent needs to help their child set goals so 

that they can accomplish what they need to.  Sitting down with the child and coming to 

an amicable agreement over how much additional practice they should do is the best way 

to make sure the child does not feel pressurized and fight back.  By allowing the child to 

have a say in the math help decision parents will have less of a hard time getting the extra 

work done. 

 

Parents should also work with and keep open the lines of communication between 

themselves, the child, and their teachers.  If at all possible, a parent should find out in 

advance what the grade’s curriculum entails.  This advance warning puts the parent at an 

advantage so that they can brush up on rusty skills in time to help their child. 

 

An active role in a child’s education is the most important thing a parent can do, whether 

it’s helping with math or other subjects.  It shows the child that their mother and father 

care enough to get and stay involved, and helps the child gain some self-esteem. 

 

Help Dealing With The ‘What Do I Need This For?’ Questions 

 

When a child asks the dreaded question ‘What do I need this for?  Why do I have to learn 

this?’ in that whiny, nasal voice, every parent cringes.  They search their minds for a 

good explanation other than ‘Because school requires it’.  In this day and age, that answer 

probably isn’t going to be good enough, leaving parents with whining adolescents and 

teenagers. 

 

Parents don’t have to fall back on the old standby anymore.  They can actually give their 

child a good explanation as to why they need to take certain math classes.  Some of the 

reasons given on the website Math Central include: playing chess; accident 

reconstruction; solving the mystery behind the 1986 Challenger shuttle explosion; how 



CAT scans work; how GPS works; recipe conversions; what the police use math for; 

medicine; engineering and design; and many other topics that would spark a child’s 

curiosity. 

 

There are so many professions that use math today, but sometimes it’s not apparent.  

While trigonometry and calculus are probably used more for architecture, engineering 

and design, basic algebra, geometry, measurement, and metrics are used on a more 

regular basis.  By explaining the importance of this to the student, a parent can encourage 

them to do the best they can, especially if they are interested in making a career in a field 

where math may be useful. 

 

Dealing With Anxiety 

 

Math help doesn’t just mean helping a student get the concepts down pat and perfect.  

Math help includes helping a student deal with anxiety math causes, like, right before a 

test.  A lot of children freeze and panic while taking their tests or doing their homework 

and it’s frustrating for them when they know the material and suddenly draw a blank.  

Probably the best thing anyone can do when this happens is to relax and take charge of 

the situation. 

 

Before a test, studying and working on some practice sheets is a good idea.  Students do 

not want to over study, however.  Too much studying will make a child begin to question 

whether or not they’ve got the material down pat and start to panic once again.  Have the 

child set themselves a routine and stick to it, such as going to bed at a reasonable time, 

eating breakfast the morning of the test even if they don’t normally eat it, pack a special 

treat for lunch to keep them going, and maybe even encouraging them to wear a favorite 

outfit for luck. 

 

If the child arrives at school and draws a complete a sudden blank even though they know 

they information on the test forward and backward, advise them to stop and think of 

something they do know, such as their name.  As silly as it sounds, by remembering 

something very simple like their on name helps unlock their brain.  If the student can, 

have them stretch at their desk and take some deep breaths to counteract the panic attack.  

If they are still nervous, remind them that it is okay to start the test with an equation that 

they know they can easily do.  Tackle the ones they can and regain their confidence and 

then move on to the harder ones. 

 

Homework can cause anxiety as well and as much as students wish someone else would 

come along and do it for them and then impart the knowledge to them, it’s not going to 

happen.  When a child gets stuck on their homework, they should be advised to stop for a 

few moments and draw a picture.  While they are doing that, have them talk the problem 

out.  By stimulating two different parts of the brain, they will also stimulate the math 

center, making the problem seem suddenly very easy.  It is best if the students do their 

math homework first and not wait until they are too tired. 

 



If the student comes to a parent simply giving up on math and saying it’s hopeless, it’s 

time to get some professional help.  Talking to the teacher or getting a tutor for the 

student is the best step at this point.  Otherwise, the child will never go back to it.  Ask 

them to think of a pleasant math experience and remind them that this is just a temporary 

setback.  The student may find the anxiety and panic fade if they can talk about 

something pleasant regarding math. 

 

Suggestions For Helping Students 

 

Starting to teach a child how to do math is never too early.  Preschoolers can easily learn 

basic things such as counting and simple addition and subtraction while helping their 

parent’s grocery shop and cook.  The following suggestions are a few things parents can 

do with their children to start them off on the road to good math skills.  Most of these 

ideas can be done in the home or while out shopping. 

 

Measuring 

Every home has glasses or cups that can be used to teach a child the difference between 

full, half-full, and empty.  Take four clear cups or glasses and fill them at different levels.  

Parents can then ask the child if they are the same or different.  Which glass has the most 

water and the least?  Fill two glasses up to the same level and see if the child can 

determine that they are the same.  As the child gets the hang of the activity and starts to 

understand the comparisons, begin to use other substances, like rice, and compare the 

same amount of rice to water, allowing the child to see how the same measurement can 

look different. 

 

Fractions 

Once a child has mastered measurement, begin to work on fractions.  Give the child a 

measuring cup of a specific size, have them attach a piece of masking tape to the 

container and then add a measuring cups worth of the substance to the cup.  Have them 

mark the tape at the top of the substance and then add more.  Let them do this until the 

cup is full and then explain to them how each fraction adds up to equal a whole.  Ask the 

child how many measuring cups it took to equal a cup.  Use various sizes so that they 

begin to understand the difference between a ¼, 1/3, ½, and a full cup. 

 

Money 

Going to the grocery store, or any store for that matter, is a good learning experience for 

any child.  Younger ones will not quite understand the way money works, but parents can 

work with them and teach them which coins are which, starting with pennies and nickels 

and working up to quarters.  Have them identify the coins, how much they are worth, and 

for older students, how much money is being displayed.  If the parent clips coupons they 

can show their children how much money is saved visually by showing them the coins.  

For example, if the coupon is worth ten cents, lay a dime on the coupon.  See if the child 

can identify an item that could be purchased with the saved money.  Parents can also 

work with their children by mixing up coins to make specific amounts.  How many 

different coin combinations make up ten cents?  This helps them understand that there are 

other ways to make an amount. 



 

Newspaper games 

Newspapers are a great source of math activities for children of all ages.  For children 

learning how to count to 100, give them a newspaper, a pair of scissors, some glue and a 

piece of paper and ask them to look for the numbers 1 – 100.  Have them cut them out 

and glue them on the paper in the right order.  With younger children, using smaller 

amounts, like 1 – 10 is appropriate.  Have the child collect groups of numbers, such as 

twenties, or numbers with a specific number in them like 3.  Parents can encourage the 

child to make their own counting book with the right number of items on the page. 

 

Older children can help their parents plan the family shopping list for the week.  Give the 

child a set spending limit, have them look through the coupons and sales flyers in the 

paper and allow them to figure up the cost of the groceries by making a chart with what 

they have chosen.  If they go over the budget, the parent can discuss with the child what 

can be removed or how to ‘shop’ around for a better deal.  Shopping around also applies 

to items the child may want.  Have them compare prices and tell their parents why the 

cheaper, or the most expensive, item is the better deal.  Children can also collect the daily 

temperatures from the paper, chart them, and then figure out the difference in temperature 

across the week. 

 

Dimension and symmetry 

Children in grades four through five are old enough to start learning about two and three 

dimensional objects.  Use cereal boxes, toilet paper tubes, and aluminum cans to explain 

to children dimension.  Show them what happens when a can is crushed, or cut open a 

toilet paper tube.  Unfold a box and show it to the child then ask them to describe what it 

looked like before it was taken apart.  Make them name the shapes the three dimensional 

object converts to when taken apart.  These basic concepts are what are used in career 

fields such as engineering and architecture and being able to visualize it in the mind is an 

important key to success in those fields. 

 

Symmetry is another concept that can be explained with dimension.  Younger children 

can easily grasp this concept as well.  Parents should look around their homes for items 

with symmetrical designs, such as wallpaper, bedding, and floor tile.  Take a symmetrical 

picture from a magazine and cut it in half, paste it to a large piece of paper, then ask the 

child if they can draw the missing half.  This technique is commonly used in art classes.  

Show children how letters of the alphabet can be symmetrical, like the letter H.  Teach a 

child symmetry by folding a piece of paper in half, drawing half a heart on the fold and 

then cutting it out. 

 

Time 

For some reason, time can be a tricky concept for children to understand.  Use common 

activities that a child engages in to help them understand it.  Make a table with them 

showing the various activities they spend time on, like watching television, playing 

outside, homework, chores, reading, and then help them graph all the activities.  Show 

them how a clock is set up like a pie cut in twelve sections.  Practice reading time on a 



regular clock (not a digital one) and help them understand the difference between an 

hour, a minute, and a second, and how they all make up a twenty-four day. 

 

Math Games 

 

Anytime people get into their vehicles, a chance to play math games presents itself.  

Reinforcing math concepts that a child has learned can be fun and easy.  Keeping it light 

and enjoyable is a good way to promote the love of math.  Here are a few fun games that 

can be played driving from home to the mall and on longer trips. 

 

Find The Numbers 

Give the student a list of numbers, such as 1 – 50, and have them track what is found by 

members of the family as they are traveling to their destination.  Numbers can be on 

vehicles, road signs, houses, and things like ‘buy one, get one free’ can be included. 

 

License Plates 

Ask everyone in the vehicle to concentrate on a license plate and memorize the number if 

the can.  Have them make the largest three digit number they can out of the letters and 

numbers found on the plate by using 1 – 26 to equal A through Z.  The person with the 

largest number wins.  Mix it up by making the next round the lowest three digit number 

and so on. 

 

For younger children, have them call out the numbers on the plates, or add them together 

to make a single or double digit. 

 

How Far? 

Point out the price of a gallon of gasoline to the child and then ask them to figure out how 

much it would cost for a set number of gallons, like five or ten.  Explain to them how 

they can estimate the cost of a gallon by rounding up the numbers.  Ask the child to 

figure out how far they will travel if they are going 65 miles an hour and have to travel 

for a set number of hours.  See if they can determine how long it will take to travel three 

hundred miles. 

 

What They Are Learning When They Start School 

 

What children are learning in school today is the same as what their parents learned with 

the exception of they are starting a lot earlier.  Parents can expect their children to learn 

the following math concepts in elementary school, starting as early as kindergarten: 

 

- Algebra, where a blank space or letter of the alphabet is substituted for a 

number and the child has to determine what the missing number is  

- Arithmetic, the basic addition, subtraction, multiplication, division, and 

fractions 

- Calculus, the study of how quantities change and being able to predict the 

changes 

- Estimation, where children guess the value of something 



- Geometry, knowing their shapes, and being able to tell more about them using 

math equations 

- Measurement, the study of length, area, volume, time, and other concepts, 

such as inches, metrics, and how to use measuring tools 

- Number sense, knowing what numbers a larger or smaller and how they are 

used 

- Probability, determine how likely something will happen and expressing it in 

a fraction or ratio 

- Statistics, which is the collection and analysis of numerical data and turning it 

into a usable form, such as graphs and charts 

 

By knowing what their children will be studying immediately in the early years of their 

schooling, parents can brush up their own rusty skills and be able to help, nurture, and 

guide their children through the math problems they are given in school. 

 

It is important to remember that parents can be a big math help to their children, even if 

they cannot help them with the complex equations.  Support and encouragement go a 

long way in helping a child become confident and secure in their mathematic abilities, 

and enabling them to move on to a career in which they can use their knowledge to their 

fulfillment. 

 

Math may be scary to children entering school, but the study of numbers is not only an 

integral part of society and day to day life, but also a part of history.  Math help can be 

found on line, in others, and in oneself.  Utilizing every tool that can be found can help 

any child overcome problems and anxiety they may have.  Children are sponges and if 

handled in the right way, can learn anything teachers throw at them.  Occasionally they 

just need a little bit of help. 

 

Staying active in their child’s schooling is another thing to remember.  Parents should 

visit the school and classroom and speak with the teachers in order to remain on top of 

what is being taught.  Make sure the student is challenged in math, but not to the point 

where it is beyond their ability.  Show children that basic math, such as money and 

determine travel distances, is everyday math and used on a regular basis.  Make sure they 

understand that many enjoyable and important jobs need good math skills and encourage 

them to pursue any interest in technology.  Let the children play math games that help 

develop and reinforce their skills, and above all else, parents should remain positive 

about math to help encourage their child to excel. 


