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HOW TO SHARPEN PROBLEM SOLVING SKILLS

In a competitive exam it is not important that whether you know the question or not or whether you can solve the question or not but what is important is whether you can solve the questions in shortest possible time or not. And for you to develop that ability you need to sharpen your problem solving skills. So they key issue is 

“How to sharpen problem solving skills”

“How to develop your own shortcuts and tricks”

After interaction with lot of students I observed that most of us do not have correct approach towards our studies. Some of the common made mistake which students commit are 

· Many students read the question and the solution and then satisfy themselves that they could have attempted the question in the same manner.

· Many students lay too much emphasis on solving higher number of questions.

After interviewing toppers of different competitive exams I found out that the best way to sharpen problem solving skill is to develop the ability to solve carefully selected quality questions on your own.

But while solving problems remember that there is no dearth of books and problems available. One has to draw boundaries and concentrate on quality rather than quantity. Doing 100 quality and concepts based questions are more important than doing 1000 questions which have not been selected carefully. Remember that the purpose is to sharpen problem solving skills. It is possible to prepare a topic by doing 30 – 40 problems only, if you try to solve them completely by yourself. This may involve devoting half an hour or one hour or may be even more on an occasional problem. On the other hand, your preparation can be very weak and hollow even if you have attempted more than 200 problems on the same topic in the same time, thereby devoting much less time on difficult problems and leaving them as doubts to be cleared from your teachers. The key to success in sharpening problem solving skills is to practice quality questions without seeing the solution. So if we want to sharpen our problem solving skills we have to take a resolution that come what may be would not see the solution. The moment we take this resolution following question comes immediately to student’s mind.

What should I do if I am not able to solve a question?

I will suggest you a simple and effective approach to solve questions. 

Step 1 : Approach an exercise only when you have thoroughly mastered the fundamentals. 

If you are unable to solve a problem at first attempt come back to that question after some time say half an hour or 1 hour. While making the second attempt start on a fresh page. Try to think independently of the first attempt and never get driven by the approach in the first attempt.

Step 2 : If you are not able to solve the problem even in the second attempt than the next step is to identify the basic concept in the question. 

For e.g. if the basic concept is E = MC²

Step 3 : The next step is to open your Physics Book. Open that unit, that chapter and that page where this concept is being discussed. Read that page with half the pace with which you normally read Physics. So study the relevant theory again, paying attention to the finer points and keeping the problem in mind. Research shows that if a student follows this method seriously than there is 70% chance that he would be able to solve that problem and last but not the least it also sharpens your problem solving skills. 
Step 4 : If you are not able to solve the question even by step 3 than the last step would be to consult the teacher or refer to the solution. But here also the key is not only to understand the solution but also to find out what was the clues/step/trick you missed because of which you could not solve the question. So the idea is to analyze the problem threadbare so as to find out the steps you missed and than practicing more similar kind of problems so that you can master the tricks involved. 

Practice this problem solving approach for some time and continue if you find it useful. Another frequently asked question by students is “How can we develop our own shortcuts and tricks”.

I will answer this question with the help of an incident of which I was also a member

One day in Maths class our Maths teacher asked 

“What is the sum of first hundred digits”

While all of us were calculating, one of my friends immediately raised his hand and on being asked he said 5050. We all were surprised by his quick response. 

Some of us were trying n(n + 1)/2 (well known formulae)

Some of us were directly adding the numbers

When asked to the friend as to what method had he adopted to calculate it so fast?

He said take one digit from beginning and one from end i.e. 1+ 9 = 100, 2 + 98 = 100 similarly you can make 49 pairs of 100 so that makes it 4900 + 100 + 50 = 5050.

Few years later that friend of mine cleared IIT-JEE with an AIR to 6.

That is thinking our of the box. The message in think beyond the bo0undaries, cross them and try to explore if you can find something new. What is important is what comes to your mind when you see the problem, how and in what direction you attack it. Remember this is the only way to develop your own shortcuts for solving problems. So do not give up solving a problem after one or two attempts and always remember that it is only by doing and trying to do difficult problems that you can improve your analytical skills.

But relax and don’t get tense as this kind of thinking power does not develop overnight. It is developed gradually and for it to happen you have to be patient in the initial stages and keep on thinking diversely even if that is of no use. So while solving a problem, try to strengthen and develop your conceptual understanding by analyzing deeply and correlating the problem with real life situations and look at the solution only after you have given it your best shot. It is my conviction that more than one half of the learning that you do in any subject is a result of working on the problems. You must develop enough discipline to try and work each exercise without looking at the solution. Start with conventional methods of problem solving but improvise constantly and build your own shortcuts and ways of attacking a problem. Remember the process of learning new things can be an exciting adventure. 

IMPORTANT OF TESTING YOUR PREPARATION

What is the importance of testing?

Success in competitive exams requires excellence in two areas :

· Learning the fundamentals

· Application of fundamentals to solve problems.

While the focus of school/coaching institute/books/correspondence course is on first area, the focus of a testing organization/test series is an application of fundamentals. Apart from strengthening the application and benchmarking, the mock tests decrease the anxiety and increase the confidence of the examinee on the test day. (A survey found that most o the students in examination loose 10 to 15% marks because of silly mistakes and these mistake can be reduce by mock tests as they boost the confidence of the candidate by strengthening time and temperament management skills).

Some of the benefits of a good mock test series are 

· Benchmarking – relative and absolute to be able to find where do you stand amongst thousands of students 

· Highlights strong and weak areas

· Improves speed and stamina

· Builds up confidence and strengthens time and temperament management skills

· Reduces silly mistakes

· Acts as a revision tool 

· Gives a platform for experimenting with different strategies (recognizing the weak and strong points and thus dividing time on different sections accordingly)

· Builds up the competition spirit

· Builds test stamina-sitting for two hours at a go and working speedily!

When should you join a testing program?

A good test series 

· Acts as a guide/counselor in the initial stages of your preparation 

· Develops and sharpens problem solving skills during the preparation 

· Acts as a scientifically designed revision tool in the final stages of preparation. 

Keeping the above in mind in order to get maximum benefit it is advised to subscribe to test series in the early stages of preparation. However, be careful enough in finding out that whether the tests are full-length or part tests. Join a test series which starts with part tests and has full length tests in the end.

























