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Dedication

For my three favorite mathematicians:
 Dad, Gina, and Zoe.



Introduction

Everyday Math: Easier Than Running Out of Paint

The numbers game plays a starring role in almost every part of daily life, from making dinner to planning a weekend getaway. Heck, you need math to order a pizza.

Even people who don’t sweat math problems—namely, mathematicians!—sometimes have trouble with the calculations we face in everyday life. So it’s no wonder that those of us who have already forgotten what we learned in high school (or, worse, never liked math and didn’t do well in it) can sometimes stare at a math problem and not have the faintest idea what to do about it.

But luckily you don’t have to be Stephen Hawking (or even be proficient with a scientific calculator) to use math in ordinary situations. Remember, it’s only a tool. (And it’s not even one that requires safety glasses or special training so you won’t cut off the tip of your left index finger.) It’s a language that describes how our world fits together. Math enables us to make predictions and quick decisions. Math helps us feel powerful and confident.

Here’s the honest truth: Adding fractions is no harder than signing up for the office football pool or buying airline tickets online or remembering how to create a folder on your computer desktop. It may just seem more challenging.

The truth is that very few people in the world can’t do math. You are not one of them. Here’s the thing—most math doesn’t require you to remember how to find the slope of a line (or even to remember what slope is). The everyday stuff is a combination of basic arithmetic and your innate understanding of how to speak the language of numbers, shapes, and measurements.

Yep, innate. You were born with curiosity about the world around you. Math is just one way to describe that world. And, like it or not, it’s a pretty important way.

So unless you don’t care what’s in your bank account or whether your new elliptical machine will fit through the door of your exercise room, you’re going to have to do some math.

And you might as well think you’re good at it, right? (Because, guess what? You are.)

You don’t have to know calculus to figure out how to lower your monthly mortgage payments. You don’t have to remember the Pythagorean Theorem to lose a few extra pounds. And you don’t have to do long division in your head to buy paint for your new house.

You do need to have an open mind and a sense of humor. After all, it’s only math.
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At the Store: Deal or No Deal?

Unless you just hit the Lotto jackpot, you’re probably looking for ways to save a little cash at the register. Whether you’re buying groceries or the perfect knickknack for your newly decorated living room, keeping more money in your wallet can be a real challenge. The key is to plan ahead and stay sharp.

Estimation Is Your Friend

What’s more important: finding your server’s tip to the penny or getting out of the restaurant with your sanity intact? We all know some of those folks who obsessively use a calculator to find the tip on their morning bagel and coffee, but how much fun are they? (And how much fun are they having?)

Estimation is your best friend. Need to split the lunch bill with your best friends? Estimate. Need to know how far apart to plant your begonias? Estimate. Want to know how long it will take you to get to Grandma’s house for Thanksgiving dinner? Estimate.

When you estimate, you create math problems that are simple to solve in your head. You round numbers so that they’re easy to add, subtract, multiply, or divide. You evaluate what you can do well and apply those strategies to the problem at hand. In short, you look for ways to do mental math.

But you are not guessing. In some instances, you’re finding a range of possible solutions that make sense. (What’s my ETA?) In other situations, you’re merely figuring out the answer to a yes-or-no question. (Can I afford to buy those designer shoes?) And sometimes you just don’t need to have the answer down to the penny. (How much can I expect to pay each month for my mortgage?)

Mathematicians and scientists estimate all the time—even when they’re looking for an exact answer. Estimating helps you judge your solution, and this in turn can keep you out of embarrassing situations (like arriving at the party way too late) and hot water (like paying more than you can afford for your not-so-smart phone).

Enough’s Enough

Estimating can really pay off when you’re in a hurry. And let’s face it, who doesn’t want to get out of the grocery store as quickly as possible? The cart’s squeaky wheel would drive Buddha to distraction.

It’s the day before Thanksgiving, and your mother needs five things from the grocery store: pumpkin pie spice, eggs, mini-marshmallows, a jar of olives, and a can of jellied cranberry sauce. Your head hurts from Great-Uncle Pete’s incessant shouting, so you gladly volunteer, grabbing the list and a $20 bill from Mom’s purse as you head out the door.

Head pounding, you race through the store, find what you need, and end up on the pharmacy aisle. Hey, do you have enough money left for a $4.69 container of aspirin?

Here’s what you have in your cart:



• Pumpkin pie spice: $3.15

• Eggs: $3.17

• Mini-marshmallows: $1.15

• Olives: $4.98

• Cranberry sauce: $1.19



When you were in elementary school, you may have learned to estimate by doing the problem and then rounding. But that kind of defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? Instead, try rounding first and then doing some quick mental math.



$3.15→ $3

$3.17→ $3

$1.15→ $1

$4.98→ $5

$1.19→ $1

$4.69→ $5 (that’s the aspirin)



Now you can add up the rounded numbers, speedy quick, to get $18. That’s less than the $20 bill you have shoved in your pocket. But wait, there’s more!

If you’re shopping in a state that charges a sales tax, $20 may not cover it all. Let’s just say that the sales tax is 5%. In a rush, and with a screaming headache, how on earth can you find that calculation quickly—and somewhere near accurately?

Remember how to find 10% of a number in your head? Move the decimal point to the left one space: 10% of $10.00 would then be $1.00; 10% of $18.00 would be $1.80.

If you can do that, you can certainly find 5%. Here’s how:



10% of $18.00 is $1.80, right?

And 5% is half of 10%, right?

So half of $1.80 is $0.90.



That means your sales tax will be just about $1, and the $20 in your pocket will cover it all.

Whew. That pounding in your temples will be gone in no time.


Math Myths--And Why 
You Shouldnt Believe Them

Myth 1: There’s Only One Way to Skin a Math Problem

Here’s the great news. Our brains are designed to solve problems. We do it all the time.

When your kid swears to you that 30 minutes is plenty of time to shower, finish his homework, clear the dinner table, and squeeze in one last video game, your brain says, “No way.” And your brain is right, even though you didn’t have to sit down and calculate that answer.

But brains are like fingerprints—each one is unique. You may have an uncanny ability with maps, while your husband may not be able to find his way out of a paper bag. Or you may be able to read 600 words a minute but have trouble calculating percents.

The key is to find out how your brain solves problems.

Here’s a quick test. Without using a pencil and paper or a calculator, quickly solve this problem:

56 +25 =?

Now ask someone else to find the answer, but don’t tell her how you did it. Then ask her about her process. It’s quite possible that she did it differently than you did.

Here are just three ways to find the answer:



Method 1: 56 +25 =?

50 +25 =75 and 56-50 =6

6 +75 =81

so 56 +25 =81



Method 2: 56 +25 =?

60 +25 =85 and 60-56=4

85-4=81

so 56+25 =81



Method 3: 56+25=?

50+20=70 and 6+5=11

70+11=81

so 56+25=81



There are many more approaches, but notice that not one of them requires you to do this:

[image: ]

If you want to line everything up, add the ones digits, carry the 1, and then add the tens digits, go for it. There’s nothing wrong with that process either.

But you should feel free to try something new. You’re not being graded, and no one is asking you to show your work.

Myth 2: Memorization Is Math’s BFF

So you say you’re no good at math because you can’t remember what 7 times 8 is? Or you claim there’s no way you can reduce your mother’s enormous chicken casserole recipe, because you don’t remember how many pints there are in a quart of milk?

Here’s a little secret: You don’t have to have these facts down cold in order to use math.

Sure, your fourth grade teacher drilled those multiplication tables into your head. And your middle school math tests included recalling dozens of conversion facts. But since then, you’ve packed that space between your ears with lots of other useful information—like how to ask where the bathroom is in Spanish and where ESPN is on your cable lineup.

It’s completely understandable if you struggle with some basic math facts. And it’s completely unnecessary to dig out the flash cards to review.

Instead, use your smarts to figure out arithmetic facts or formulas that you’ve forgotten. For example: You probably can remember what 10 times 8 is, and you can use that fact to figure out 9 times 8. (10 times 8 is 80, so subtract 8 from 80 to get 72. Voila! That’s 9 times 8.)

See, it’s much more important to remember the foundation of the times tables—that 9 times 8 just means 9 groups of 8s—than to remember the facts themselves well into your eighties. (And if you do? That’s great too!) When you understand why arithmetic works, you can make up for most any math fact that you’ve forgotten.

Still stumped? Head to the web. You can find out how to do anything these days by typing a few search terms into a browser. With a click of the mouse, you can access a variety of conversion tables or calculators to choose from. Or a video showing how to find the area of a triangle. The really cool thing is that these instructions are often provided by regular folks, not mathematicians. So you probably have a good shot at finally understanding them. (No offense, math geeks.)

Myth 3: Using a Calculator Is Cheating

Your elementary teacher didn’t let you use a calculator to find 6 times 7—and for good reason. She wanted you to learn that fact by heart.

But she’s not around anymore.

You wouldn’t expect a plumber to fix your pipes without a wrench. And you shouldn’t expect to do all math computations with paper and pencil—or in your head. There’s no shame in turning to some really great tools to solve your everyday math conundrums. And a calculator is one of them.

The math you do as an grownup is very, very different from what you did as a kid. In math class, you were learning basic ideas, which often meant putting calculators and computers aside. Through that process, you came to understand the foundation of mathematics—how the times tables worked or why adding a negative number is the same as subtracting a positive number.

And now that you have those fundamental concepts humming along with every other idea you use on a daily basis—like language and basic geography—you should feel free to use whatever tools you have at your disposal, whether it’s a cheap desktop calculator or your sister, who has that spooky talent for multiplying three-digit numbers in her head.

Look, there are going to be times when you need to do some mental math (figuring out whether a “Big Sale!” means you really can afford that new jacket) or scribble some calculations on a piece of paper (cutting a recipe in half). But if you want to use a calculator, go right ahead. If you need to call your dad for math help, have at it.



Going Mental with Percents

A few percents are really easy to calculate in your head, once you know some shortcuts. (If you don’t believe these, check them with a calculator.)



1. To take 10% of a number, just move the decimal point one place to the left.

10% of 57.25

5.725



2. To take 5% of a number, find 10% and then take half.

5% of 38

Note that if the decimal point isn’t shown, you can just add it to the far right of the number: 38.0 (This zero doesn’t change the value of the number at all.)

10% of 38 is 3.8

5% of 38 is 1.9



3. To find 15% of a number—a really handy trick when you’re out to dinner and need to calculate a tip—add 10% and 5% of that number. (To make it über-easy, find 10% first.)

15% of 70

10% of 70 is 7

5% of 7 is 3.5

7+3.5=10.5



4. To find 20% of a number—for when the service is really good—just double 10% (that is, multiply it by 2).

20% of 55

10% of 55 is 5.5

5.5 • 2 = 11



(A quick note about that dot between the 5.5 and 2. You probably learned that multiplication is shown with a symbol that resembles a little x, right? So why aren’t we showing 5.5 × 2? That works in elementary school, because you haven’t done algebra yet. But when you get to middle school and high school, you start using variables—most famously x—to stand for unknown quantities. To avoid confusion between the × that indicates multiplication and the x that represents an unknown quantity, your textbooks probably used a dot, like •, instead of ×. And that’s exactly what you’ll see in this book, too.)



5. To estimate 25% of a number, round the number to one that is easily divisible by 4 and then divide by 4.

25% of 37

25% of 36

36 / 4=9



6. To estimate 50% of a number, round the number to an even number and divide in half (that is, divide by 2).

50% of 69.99

50% of 70

70 / 2=35

Decimal Division

Division can be one of the most challenging operations to do in your head. But if you know the multiplication tables, simple problems like 25 / 2 shouldn’t be too much of a challenge.

A decimal point can throw a wrench in the works, however.

Never fear! Remembering one little rule makes some of these problems child’s play.

When you divide a decimal by a whole number (such as 4, 17, or 352), ignore the decimal point—at first. Divide as you would normally do. When you get your answer, look at the number you divided into. Where is the decimal point? In your answer, you want it to be in the same place.

Confused? Here’s an example:

You and your colleagues are splitting a box of donuts. The donuts are $3.20, and there are 4 of you. How much does each person owe?

$3.20 / 4

320 / 4=80 (ignore the decimal point at first)

so $3.20 / 4=$0.80 (put the decimal point 
back in where it originally was)

Or how about this one? The grocery store has oranges at 5 for $1.25. You only want one. How much is it going to cost?

$1.25 / 5

125 / 5=25

so $1.25 / 5=$0.25



It may take a little practice before this process comes easily. But give your gray matter a chance: Next time you’re faced with a simple division problem like these, think a moment before you reach for the calculator.

Come Sale Away

Quick! What’s 20% of $50? If this question sounds like someone shouting at you in a foreign language, don’t panic! You can learn some easy ways to find percents, even if you’ve already lost the tip chart that came with your new wallet.

But why should you? Well, quickly tabulating percents can help you safely navigate the sales rack at your local department store. Or figure state sales tax while you’re on vacation. Or even give your server a decent tip. (Not to mention the warm sensation you have when you know you’re being clever.)

In other words, finding percents can help you make smart (and quick) spending decisions—and keep you in the good graces of the barista who knows you prefer decaf instead of high-test coffee every morning.

Let’s say you’ve been dying to get your hands on the newest gourmet ice cream machine. It’s listed at $499.99, but you’ve only saved up $215. Your sister just texted you with great news—in today’s paper, she saw an ad announcing a 40% off sale at Chilly Charlie’s, your local gourmet ice cream machine store.

Sweet!

You’re in your car, just around the corner from Chilly Charlie’s, and it would take only a minute to stop in. But is it worth it? Can you afford the purchase?

Three Ways to Estimate

There are a couple of ways to find out—and you won’t need paper and pencil, let alone a calculator. (Keep both hands on the wheel!)

First, let’s look at what you know:



The original price tag on the ice cream maker is $499.99.

It’s on sale for 40% off.

You can spend $215.



The price of the ice cream machine is pretty darned close to $500, so to make things easier, why not do the calculations on $500, instead of $499.99?

Now you have some choices. Try thinking of 40% in a variety of different ways.



• 40% is close to 50%



It’s pretty easy to find 50% of $500. Because 50% is the same as half, all you need to do is divide 500 by 2. So 50% of $500 is $250.

That’s more than $215—the amount you socked away for that ice cream maker. Will 40% off also be more than you’ve saved?

Unfortunately, yes.



50% of the original price is $250

and

40% off the original price is less than 50% off.

Therefore,

40% off the original price ismore than $250.



You still don’t have enough money.

Did you see what happened here? You don’t necessarily need to find the exact sale price. You only need to know whether you can afford to buy the ice cream maker.



• 40% is a multiple of 10%



How Much Is That Zero Worth?

When you’re estimating, zeros are a big, big deal. Remembering how to manipulate numbers with zeros is really helpful—and (thankfully) really simple.

Rule: Thou shalt add zeros when multiplying by multiples of 10, 100, 1,000, and so on.

Suppose you have this problem:

4,000•80,000

To get the answer, find 4 • 8, and then add the zeros on the end. How many zeros, you ask? Why, as many as there are in the original problem!



4,000•80,000

320,000,000 (there are 7 zeros in all)

Rule: Thou shalt drop zeros when dividing by multiples of 10, 100, 1,000, etc.

When you divide with huge numbers that have lots of zeros, just do the opposite of when you multiply—that is, subtract zeros instead of adding them.

120,000 / 6,000

Find 12 / 6, and then add zeros on the end. How many? Subtract the number of zeros in the second number (the number you’re dividing by) from the number of zeros in the first number (the number you’re dividing into). That’s how many zeros will be in your answer.



12 / 6=2

120,000 / 6,000 (subtract 3 from 4 to get 1 zero)

20



You probably can find 10% of $500 easily, too. In fact, all you need to do is drop the second zero:

10% of $500=$50

What is 40% of $500?



There are 4 tens in 40 (4•10 = 40)

and

10% of $500 is $50

so

4 •$50 = $200



It’s tempting to think that the sale price of the ice cream maker is $200, but that mistake could be a costly one. Instead, $200 is the amount you’d save if you bought the machine. To find the sale price, you need to do one more step:

$500-$200=$300

Just as we found from the first estimation, the sale price is more than you’ve saved.

• 40% off is 60% of the original price

When you take 40% off, you’re left with 60% of the original price. That’s because

40%+60%=100%

Or, if you prefer subtraction,

100%-40%=60%

Thus, to estimate the sale price of the ice cream maker in one fell swoop, you can use 60% instead of 40%.

Like 40%, 60% is a multiple of 10%.

There are 6 tens in 60 (6•10 = 60)

and

10% of $500 is $50

so

6 •$50 = $300



The sale price is still $300. And sadly, you still don’t have enough saved up.

You may have thought of other ways to look at 40%. Any of these may help you estimate 40% of $500 without a whole lot of effort. You just need to pick the option that makes most sense to you.

(Go ease your disappointment with a giant banana split.)

Close Enough

Estimation is one of those nifty skills that can help free up your brain for the important stuff—like remembering your debit card PIN or where you parked your car. When you estimate, you don’t get bogged down in unnecessary details.

Try these estimation tips:



1. Remember, “good enough” is good enough. You’re not trying to get the exact answer, so tell your sense of perfectionism to take five.

2. There is no one right way to estimate.

3. Take the path of least resistance—look for patterns in numbers and operations that make sense to you.

4. Concentrate on the first digits of each number. Rounding to those digits will have the most impact.

5. Look for uncomplicated multiplication and division. Consider rounding to numbers that are easily divisible by 2, 5, or 10.

6. Go for as many zeros as you can. It’s easier to multiply 800 by 100 than to multiply 750 by 125.

A Percent Is a Fraction Is a Decimal

From the time you get up in the morning until your head hits the pillow at night, you run into percents dozens of times. The too-cheerful weather guy says there’s a 60% chance of rain. (There goes your golf game.) Your cereal has 80% of the recommended daily allowance of fiber. (Yum!) You take home 70% of your gross income. (Thanks, Uncle Sam.) Your boyfriend’s cat shredded your new 100% silk pajamas, which you got at a 70% off sale. (He is so out of here!)

But did you remember that percents can be written as fractions or decimals?

If you think about the word percent, that makes perfect sense. (Unless you’re still preoccupied with your newly destroyed silk PJs.) Per means “each.” Cent means “hundred.” So percent means “each hundred” or “out of 100.” An example will probably help jog your memory.



37% is the same thing as 37 out of 100, which can be shown as [image: ]

37 out of 100, or [image: ], is the same thing as 0.37.

Or, in mathematical terms,

37% =[image: ]= 0.37

Conversion Review

Converting percents to fractions or decimals can be really helpful—and really easy.

Convert 25% to a fraction:

Remember, percent means “out of 100,” so 25% is 25 out of 100, or [image: ].

But now you need to simplify. What is the biggest number that will divide evenly into both 25 and 100? Divide the top and bottom numbers of the fraction by that number like this: [image: ]

Thus 25% is the same thing as ¼. (But you probably already knew that.)

Convert 25% to a decimal:

When you convert percents to decimals, you’re actually dividing the percent by 100.

25%=25 / 100=0.25

But there’s a pattern here that makes things a lot easier. All you are doing is moving the decimal point two places to the left. (Check it with your calculator, if you’re suspicious.)

25% →0.25

There’s no decimal point in 25%, you say? Actually, there is. All numbers have decimal points; if you don’t see them, it’s just because they’ve been dropped, and you can put them in at the far right of the number. So the decimal point in 25% is on the right side of the 5, for 25.00. Move it two spaces to the left to produce 0.25.

Clipping Costs

In the late 1800s, C. W. Post began giving out tickets for 1¢ off the price of his new breakfast cereal, Grape Nuts. Who knew that this idea would translate into billions of dollars in savings?

A penny here and a penny there can add up, but using coupons takes some dedication and time. And then there’s the question on every shopper’s mind: Is it worth it? A few quick calculations can help you find out. Here’s an example:

While reading through the Sunday newspaper, Georgia clipped a pile of coupons for her next trip to the local Piggly Wiggly. She also took a few moments to categorize them, and this is what she has:

[image: ]

What’s the easiest way for her to figure out how much she’ll be saving?

Using an estimation skill will probably help. If she groups like numbers, she can find out her savings in the time it takes to clip a coupon.



1 • $1.50=$1.50

1 • $1.00=$1.00

4 • 75¢=$3.00

4 • 50¢=$2.00

5 • 25¢=$1.25



Georgia can now add all of the dollar values to get $8 and all of the change to get 75¢. Her total savings will be $8.75. And on double-coupon day, she’ll have, well, doubled her savings to $17.50!

So, is this really a big deal? A little more arithmetic can answer that question. If Georgia shops on double-coupon day each week and averages $8.75 in coupons a week (doubled to $17.50), she’ll save $910 each year.

But there are times when using a coupon isn’t worth it. That’s when you need to “comparison shop.”

Georgia has a coupon for 25¢ off the price of That’s Italian! Italian salad dressing in the 14-ounce bottle. But her grocery store is advertising a sale on Little Italy Italian dressing. Each 14-ounce bottle is 10% off the regular price. If That’s Italian! is $3.95 per bottle and Little Italy is $4.10 per bottle before the sale, which is the better deal: the coupon or the sale?

To find out, Georgia needs to find 10% of $4.10, and subtract that from $4.10 to find the sale price of the Little Italy dressing.



10% of $4.10 is 41¢

$4.10-$0.41=$3.69



But how much will Georgia save if she uses the coupon to buy That’s Italian! dressing?

$3.95-$0.25=$3.70

In fact, she’ll save an extra penny by skipping the coupon and buying the dressing that’s on sale.

What about on double-coupon day? In that case, it makes more sense to use the coupon:



25¢ • 2=50¢

$3.95-$0.50=$3.45



Now that’s a deal!

Let’s Make a Deal

It’s not like food manufacturers are out to trick you, but they don’t necessarily make it easy to figure out the best deal.

Comparison shopping would be much easier if all of the cereal boxes were the same size. Instead, cereals come a variety of different weights—from 12 ounces to 24 ounces. And that doesn’t count the bulk packages!

To find the best deal, you’ll have to calculate the price per ounce.

(Before you go any further, read the last sentence again. Did a particular word jump out at you? Per means “each,” as you relearned a few pages ago. And because of that, per should also make you think of division. Tuck that idea away for this next example.)

Every day, Jerry enjoys a big bowl of cereal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. But his new Great Dane is putting a serious cramp in his dining habits. Now Jerry spends his hard-earned cash on the dog, which means he has to cut down on his cereal budget.

How can Jerry still feed his cereal habit, while saving money? Comparison shopping, of course. If he knows which cereals are the best buy, he can keep himself and Rufus happy.

The corner supermarket has three brands of corn flakes on the shelf: Kentucky’s Best, ’Ears to Health! and Flakes O’ Corn. Each brand is a different size, and none of them have the same price:

[image: ]

If Jerry considers the price per ounce, he can figure out the best deal. To do that, he should divide each box’s price by the number of ounces the box contains. (The word per was Jerry’s big clue that division is involved.)

Let’s start with Kentucky’s Best, which costs $3.59 for 12 ounces. If we divide $3.59 / 12, we come up with $0.29916 (going on forever). Rounding up, we have a price of 30¢ per ounce. Here’s what happens when you do that for each cereal:

[image: ]

Even though ’Ears to Health! is in the smallest box, it offers the lowest price per ounce.

Drop by Drop

One of America’s most expensive habits is drinking bottled water. If the average price of bottled water is $1 per 20 ounces, and you drink about 64 ounces of water every day, you’re spending about $3 per day on water. That’s $1,095 per year.

Still, drinking tap water may not be an option. In that case, consider a water-filtering system. A pitcher filtering system has a price tag of about $20, and each filter costs about $10. If you need to change the filter after every 40 gallons of water, how much water will you drink before you need to spring for a new filter? There are 128 fluid ounces in a gallon, so multiply to find out: 40 • 128. That’s 5,120 ounces. And if you drink 64 ounces of water a day, you can divide to find out that this is 80 days’ worth of water (5,120 / 64 = 80).

So the filter costs 12.5¢ per day, or $45.63 per year. Add in the cost of the pitcher, and you’re shelling out a whopping $65.63 each year for filtering your own water.

This is $1,029.37 less than you’d spend on bottled water. (Filtering your own water is nicer to Mother Nature, too.)

Buying in Bulk

You’ve heard this axiom before: Bigger is not always better. And that goes for buying in bulk, too.

Here’s an example:

At Miller’s Market, the 114-ounce bottle of catsup is $11.98. The 32-ounce bottle is $3.29. Which is the better deal?

Let’s calculate:

$11.98 / 114 ounces = 10.5¢ per ounce

$3.29 / 32 ounces = 10.3¢ per ounce

The larger container is actually more expensive than the smaller one.

Why Units Matter

Remember all those times that your math teacher hounded you about putting the units in your answers? Raise your hand if you got a test question wrong because you wrote “14” instead of “14 pounds.”

Sure, your teacher may have been getting her jollies by insisting that the units matter. (Can’t you just hear her maniacal laughter?) But in the real world, if you’re not paying attention to your units, you could make a costly mistake.

Let’s say you want to compare the powdered lemonade with the stuff premade in the bottle. The powdered drink is measured in grams, but the liquid is measured in ounces. You need to compare like units (grams and grams or ounces and ounces), so what you really need to know is this: How many ounces does the powdered drink make?

Even if the items are packaged in the same units, you may need to be careful.

Take orange juice, for example. You can buy it as a concentrate or already mixed up and ready to go. The units represent different things, though. That’s because you’re probably not going to drink the concentrate without adding water. You’ll get a much more accurate comparison if you consider how much juice the juice concentrate makes.

Here’s how that works: Let’s say that the can of juice concentrate contains 12 ounces. If the directions say to add 3 cans of water to the juice concentrate, you’re adding 12 ounces • 3 or 36 ounces of water. But there’s one more thing to consider: You already have 12 ounces of concentrate. So when you mix the juice, you’ll end up with 12 ounces + 36 ounces or 48 ounces of juice. And that’s what you should use to find your price per unit.

This means you may need to look a little closer at the product label—to avoid comparing lemonade to lemons.

Warehouse Shopping: Whoa! or Woe?

In your dreams, it’s the perfect match. You want to save big bucks on groceries, diapers, electronics, even a pretty fountain for the backyard. Your friendly warehouse club offers bulk packaging and, they say, rock-bottom prices.

All you have to do is fork over $50 for an annual membership and figure out where to store those 144 rolls of toilet paper.

But is warehouse shopping a good deal? The truthful answer is yes—and no. Buying in bulk won’t necessarily save you a dime. Let’s look.

Anabel is considering joining a warehouse club. She’s sick and tired of going to the grocery store once a week. Besides, with her husband’s compulsion to add to his DVD collection, they could save big on movies. And who knows, maybe she can pick out a nice piece of jewelry for him to give her for Valentine’s Day. Would joining the club be a good idea?

She’s able to check out the prices online, so she makes up a quick list of items that she buys regularly. She works out the per-unit price, just so she can compare apples to apples (so to speak).

Freezer storage bags at the warehouse store are $33.88 per 250 bags, at a price per bag of 14¢. At the local store, they cost $3.49 for 30 bags, at a price per bag of 12¢. Continuing in this way, Anabel assembles the following information:
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