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Understanding the UC Davis Math Placement Exam: A Comprehensive Guide

For students planning to pursue a degree at the University of California, Davis, the math placement exam is a

critical step in determining the appropriate course load and ensuring academic success. Whether you are a

high �school senior, a transfer student, or a returning student, knowing what to expect, how to prepare, and why the

exam matters can make the difference between a smooth transition into college and a challenging start. This article

offers an in �depth look at the UC Davis math placement exam, covering its purpose, structure, content, preparation

strategies, and common pitfalls. By the end, you will have a clear roadmap to tackle the test confidently and secure

the right math class for your academic journey.

Why the UC Davis Math Placement Exam Matters

The UC Davis math placement exam serves several essential functions:

•  Course Placement – It helps the admissions office assign you to the most suitable introductory math course, 

such as Math 1A, Math 1B, or Math 1C.

•  Academic Planning – Accurate placement ensures you meet the math prerequisites for your major without 

taking unnecessary or overly advanced classes.

•  Student Success – By aligning your coursework with your current skill level, the exam reduces the risk of 

falling behind, boosting retention and graduation rates.

•  Resource Allocation – The university can better allocate tutoring and support services to students who need 

them most.

Because of these benefits, the placement exam is a mandatory requirement for all incoming freshmen and certain

transfer students, and it is recommended for any student unsure of their math readiness.

Exam Format and Logistics

The UC Davis math placement test is administered online, typically in the fall semester before classes begin.

Students receive a unique login link via email and must complete the exam within a specified time window. Key

logistics include:

•  Duration – 60 minutes, divided into three sections.

•  Sections – Algebra, Trigonometry, Pre �Calculus, and Basic Calculus concepts.

•  Question Types – Multiple choice, short answer, and fill �in �the �blank questions.

•  Scoring – The exam uses a scaled score to determine placement. UC Davis provides a score guide that maps 

scores to recommended courses.

•  Accessibility – Students with documented disabilities can request accommodations through the Office of 

Student Accessibility Services.

It is advisable to log in early to avoid technical difficulties and to read the instructions carefully before starting.

What Topics Are Covered?

Understanding the content areas will help you focus your study efforts. The exam covers:



Algebra

Topics include linear equations, quadratic equations, systems of equations, inequalities, functions, and basic

graphing skills.

Trigonometry

Key concepts such as sine, cosine, tangent, unit circle, radian measure, and solving basic trigonometric equations.

Pre �Calculus

Includes polynomial, rational, exponential, and logarithmic functions, as well as limits and introductory concepts of

derivatives.

Basic Calculus

Students are tested on the definition of a derivative, basic differentiation rules, and simple applications to motion

and area problems.

While the exam is not a comprehensive calculus test, a solid grasp of pre �calculus and calculus fundamentals is

essential for a high score.

Preparation Strategies That Work

Effective preparation can significantly improve your confidence and performance on the placement exam. Consider

the following strategies:

1.  Start Early – Begin studying at least four to six weeks before the test. Consistent, spaced practice is more 

effective than cramming.

2.  Use Official Resources – UC Davis provides sample questions and a study guide. Reviewing these materials 

ensures you are familiar with the exam format.

3.  Practice Timed Tests – Simulate exam conditions by timing yourself. This helps you manage the 60 �minute 

window and identify time �consuming topics.

4.  Identify Weaknesses – After each practice session, review incorrect answers and focus on those areas in 

subsequent study sessions.

5.  Leverage Online Tools – Free websites like Khan Academy, Mathway, and Paul's Online Math Notes offer 

interactive lessons on algebra, trigonometry, and pre �calculus.

6.  Join Study Groups – Explaining concepts to peers reinforces your own understanding and exposes you to 

different problem �solving approaches.

7.  Seek Tutoring – UC Davis offers math tutoring through the Student Success Center. A one �on �one session 

can help clarify persistent doubts.

Recommended Study Materials

Here’s a curated list of resources that cover the exam’s content areas:

•  UC Davis Math Placement Test Guide – Official PDF with sample questions.

•  Khan Academy – Structured courses from algebra to pre �calculus.

•  Paul's Online Math Notes – Comprehensive notes and practice problems.

•  College Board Algebra I & II Study Guides – Helpful for foundational algebra review.

•  Trigonometry Tutorial on Math is Fun – Visual explanations of trig concepts.

•  Calculus Made Easy by Silvanus P. Thompson – A beginner’s introduction to calculus.

•  Study Apps (Quizlet, Brainscape) – Flashcards for quick recall.



Mixing textbook study with interactive practice provides a balanced learning experience.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even the most diligent students can fall into pitfalls that lower their exam score:

•  Misreading Questions – Take your time to read each question fully, especially when multiple choice options 

are similar.

•  Skipping Units – Always pay attention to units and significant figures; some questions test your ability to 

convert and apply them correctly.

•  Time Management Issues – Allocate roughly 20 minutes per section. If you’re stuck, move on and return if 

time permits.

•  Overconfidence – Don’t assume you know the answer. Double �check your work, especially for algebraic 

manipulations.

•  Ignoring Trigonometric Identities – Familiarize yourself with common identities; they can simplify seemingly 

complex problems.

What Happens After the Exam?

Once you finish the placement test, UC Davis will calculate a scaled score and recommend a course placement.

Here’s what to expect:

•  Score Distribution – Scores typically range from 0 to 100, with thresholds for Math 1A, Math 1B, Math 1C, or 

higher �level courses.

•  Placement Decision – Your score is reviewed by the Mathematics Department and combined with your 

high �school GPA and transcripts.

•  Course Enrollment – You will receive an email confirming your math placement and the corresponding course 

code.

•  Appeals Process – If you believe your placement is inaccurate, you can appeal by providing additional 

evidence or a retake request.

FAQs About the UC Davis Math Placement Exam

Yes, but only under specific circumstances, such as a documented disability or a significant score improvement.

Contact the Office of Student Accessibility Services for more information.

Students with low scores may be placed in remedial courses or required to complete a math bridge program before

enrolling in upper �level classes.

Students with documented disabilities can request accommodations like extended time, a separate testing room, or

assistive technology.

UC Davis publishes a placement chart that correlates score ranges with recommended courses.

Planning Your Math Path at UC Davis

After you receive your placement recommendation, you can start planning your semester schedule:

•  Review Major Requirements – Check your major’s math prerequisites to avoid gaps.

•  Consider Workload Balance – Pair math with courses that complement your study habits.

•  Explore Supplemental Resources – Take advantage of tutoring, study groups, and online forums.



•  Track Your Progress – Use UC Davis’s Student Success Center to monitor grades and adjust your plan as 

needed.

Tips for Success After Placement

Securing the right placement is only the first step. To maintain momentum and succeed in your math courses, keep

these habits in mind:

1.  Attend All Lectures – Active listening reinforces concepts introduced in practice problems.

2.  Practice Regularly – Dedicate at least 30 minutes daily to solving math problems.

3.  Utilize Office Hours – Professors and TAs can clarify challenging topics and provide additional insights.

4.  Collaborate with Peers – Study groups can help you stay motivated and expose you to diverse 

problem �solving methods.

5.  Use Technology Wisely – Tools like Desmos, GeoGebra, and Wolfram Alpha can aid in visualizing and 

verifying solutions.

Conclusion

The UC Davis math placement exam is more than a hurdle; it is a gateway to a tailored academic experience that

aligns with your strengths and goals. By understanding the exam’s purpose, mastering its content areas, and

employing strategic preparation techniques, you can achieve a placement that sets you up for success in both your

major and future career. Remember, the exam is an assessment of your current knowledge, not a measure of your

potential. With the right mindset and resources, you can navigate the test confidently and start your UC Davis

journey on the right foot.
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