Five Unit 3 Takeaways from
Math 1710 Precalculus Algebra

A quick, practical recap of the ideas we learned and where they show up

in real life.

Introduction: Uncovering the Hidden
Wisdom in Math

For many of us, mathematics can feel like an abstract collection of rules and symbols,
disconnected from the practical realities of daily life. We learn about functions, exponents,
and logarithms, but the real-world applications can still feel fuzzy, fading away after the final

exam.

While sifting through lecture slides and homework from a college math course, | expected a
dry review. What | found instead were five clear principles that explained more about the
real world than | had noticed before. These were not just about solving for x. They were

about how patterns work in money, nature, and everyday decisions.

This article distills the five most impactful takeaways from Unit 3. They show up in everything
from how you shop for a new computer to the biological laws that connect living creatures.

The goal is simple: see the unit as a set of tools you can actually use.

Takeaway 1: The Order You Apply Discounts
Can Cost You Real Money

The Order of Operations Matters — Especially When Shopping

In algebra, a composite function is just the idea of applying one process after another. It
sounds abstract, but it has real financial consequences. Imagine you are buying a computer,
and the store offers two deals: a percentage discount and a flat-rate rebate. Does the order

you apply them matter? Absolutely.

Example: $600 computer with a 30% discount and a $140 rebate

e Scenario A: Apply 30% off first: $600 — $420. Then subtract $140: final price =
$280.




e Scenario B: Subtract $140 first: $600 — $460. Then take 30% off: final price =
$322.

The $42 difference matters. The two scenarios are not interchangeable. This is exactly what
we mean when we say the sequence of operations matters. Whether you are working an

equation or standing at a cash register, order changes the result.

Takeaway 2: Logarithms Are Just Exponents
in Disguise

That Scary Word "Logarithm" Just Means "Exponent”

Logarithms are one of the most intimidating topics in algebra, mostly because the name
feels unfamiliar. The key idea is simple: logarithms are the inverse of exponents. They undo

each other.

The core relationship is this: a logarithm is the exponent you need to raise a base to in order
to get a number. Writing log,M = X is another way of saying aX = M. Same relationship,

different form.

Key point

Alogarithm is an exponent.

Once you see that, logs stop feeling mysterious. And they matter because logarithms show
up everywhere: compound interest, half-life, earthquake magnitude, and sound intensity. A

log is just a way to ask, "What exponent gives me this result?"

Takeaway 3: Negative Exponents Are Not
About Negativity

Negative Exponents Do Not Make Things Negative — They Flip
Them

Our everyday intuition can get in the way here. "Negative" usually means "less than zero," so

it is easy to assume a negative exponent makes a value negative. That is not what it does.

n

A negative exponent means take the reciprocal. For example, a™™ = 1/ a™ It does not make

the result negative. It makes it a fraction by flipping it.



Reminder

Negative exponents do NOT make the expression negative.

The takeaway is precision. Math words have exact meanings, and learning happens faster

when we lean into those meanings instead of everyday assumptions.

Takeaway 4: The Hidden Mathematical Law
Governing All Life

Nature's Growth Formula Is Not Linear

You might not expect to find a biological law hiding in a math assignment, but that is what
power models do. Kleiber's Law describes how metabolism scales with body mass. If an
organism is bigger, its metabolism is higher, but not in a simple "double the size, double the

metabolism" way.

Kleiber's Law says metabolism scales to the 3/4 power of mass. That one fractional exponent

fits an enormous range of life, from bacteria to blue whales.

This is why a mouse's heart beats hundreds of times a minute while an elephant's is much

slower. Power models capture how real systems grow.

Takeaway 5: A Final Lesson on Persistence

A Lesson on How to Succeed (in Math and Life)

Beyond formulas, one slide in the unit included a line that fits learning perfectly:

"A river cuts through rock, not because of its power, but because of its

persistence."

— Jim Watkins

The message is simple. Progress in math rarely comes from one big moment. It comes from
steady effort: showing up, practicing, asking questions, and trying again. That is how you get

better at the unit, and it is how most hard things work.



Conclusion: Math as a Way of Seeing

The world is full of patterns operating just beneath the surface. Unit 3 helps you spot them.
When you can see how functions, exponents, and logs behave in real situations, math stops

being just a school subject and starts feeling like a useful lens.

What other mathematical rules might be shaping your world without you noticing?
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