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Intermediate Algebra represents a critical juncture in the mathematical development of students, serving as the 

bridge between foundational arithmetic and the more abstract complexities of Precalculus and Calculus. Among the 

most respected pedagogical resources in this field is Intermediate Algebra, 5th Edition, authored by Alan S. 

Tussy and R. David Gustafson. This text is not merely a collection of problems but a comprehensive system

designed to address the evolving needs of developmental mathematics students. In this technical analysis, we will

explore the structural framework, core mathematical mechanics, and the pedagogical strategies that define this

edition, providing an in-depth resource for educators, students, and curriculum designers.

The Theoretical Framework of the Tussy/Gustafson Approach

The 5th edition of Tussy and Gustafson’s work is built upon the premise that mathematics is a language. For 

students to succeed in Intermediate Algebra, they must not only perform calculations but also understand the 

syntax and semantics of algebraic expressions. The authors utilize a multi-modal approach that integrates visual, 

verbal, and symbolic representations to reinforce learning. This theoretical framework is often referred to as the 

Building Blockapproach, where each concept serves as a necessary prerequisite for the next, ensuring no

cognitive gaps are left unaddressed.

At the heart of the Tussy approach is the Vocabulary of Algebra. Unlike many textbooks that jump directly into 

computation, the 5th edition emphasizes the definition of terms such as terms, factors, coefficients, and constants. 

By establishing a robust linguistic foundation, students are better equipped to interpret complex word problems and 

translate them into solvable equations—a process known as mathematical modeling.

Core Mathematical Mechanics: A Technical Deep Dive

The Intermediate Algebra 5th Editioncovers an expansive curriculum. Below, we analyze the core mechanics of

the most critical sections, focusing on the technical execution required for student mastery.

1. Linear Equations and Inequalities in One Variable

The transition from basic algebra involves a move toward more complex multi-step equations. The technical 

workflow for solving these involves the Addition and Multiplication Properties of Equality. Tussy emphasizes a

standardized procedural approach:

•  Simplification: Use the Distributive Property to remove parentheses and combine like terms on both sides of 

the equation.

•  Isolation: Move all variable terms to one side and constant terms to the other using additive inverses.

•  Coefficient Reduction: Multiply or divide by the reciprocal of the variable's coefficient to achieve the form x = k.

2. Systems of Linear Equations

Moving beyond single variables, the text introduces systems of equationsin two and three variables. The 5th

edition highlights three primary analytical methods:

•  The Graphing Method: Visualizing the intersection of lines to find a common solution. This introduces the 



concepts of consistent and inconsistent systems.

•  The Substitution Method: An algebraic technique used when one variable is easily isolated.

•  The Addition (Elimination) Method: The technical standard for solving larger systems by manipulating 

coefficients to eliminate a variable through addition.

3. Polynomials and Factoring Mechanisms

Factoring is often the "gatekeeper" skill in intermediate algebra. Tussy and Gustafson provide a rigorous technical 

framework for identifying patterns. This includes the AC Method for factoring trinomials of the form ax² + bx + c and 

the recognition of Special Products, such as the Difference of Two Squares and the Sum/Difference of Two Cubes.



Pattern Name Algebraic Formula Technical Application

Difference of Squares a² - b² = (a - b)(a + b) Used to simplify rational expressions 
and solve quadratic equations.

Perfect Square Trinomial a² + 2ab + b² = (a + b)² Essential for the "Completing the 
Square" technique.

Sum of Cubes a³ + b³ = (a + b)(a² - ab + b²) Used in advanced factoring and 
simplification of radicals.

Difference of Cubes a³ - b³ = (a - b)(a² + ab + b²) Applied in finding roots of higher-
order polynomials.

Technical Analysis of Functions and Relations

One of the most significant shifts in the 5th edition is the early and integrated introduction of functions. The 

technical definition of a function as a specific type of relation where each input has exactly one output is reinforced 

through the Vertical Line Test  and Function Notation [f(x)].

The text explores Linear Functions, Quadratic Functions, and Exponential Functions. Mastery of these 

requires understanding the Domain and Range. Tussy provides a structured method for determining these values 

from both algebraic equations and graphical representations. For instance, when analyzing a rational function, 

students are taught to identify the values that make the denominator zero, thereby defining the domain as {x | x "� !�, x 

"` c}.

Quadratic Equations: Comparative Methods

Solving quadratic equations is a central theme of the Intermediate Algebra curriculum. The 5th edition provides

students with multiple tools to approach these problems. Below is a comparison of the primary methods taught:



Method Best Use Case Technical Complexity

Factoring When the equation is easily factorable 
into integers.

Low to Moderate.

Square Root Property When the equation is in the form (x - 
h)² = k.

Low.

Completing the Square When deriving the Quadratic Formula 
or finding the vertex.

High; requires precise algebraic 
manipulation.

Quadratic Formula Applicable to ALL quadratic equations. Moderate; requires handling radicals 
and complex numbers.

The Radical and Complex Number System

The 5th edition extends the real number system to include complex numbers. This involves the technical 

introduction of the imaginary unit i, where i² = -1. Students are guided through the operations of complex numbers—

addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division (using the complex conjugate).

In the realm of radicals, the text emphasizes rationalizing denominators and solving radical equations. A key 

technical warning provided by Tussy is the emergence of extraneous solutions. When squaring both sides of a

radical equation, students must verify their results against the original equation's domain to ensure no invalid

solutions have been introduced.

Advanced Topics: Logarithms and Exponential Growth

As the student progresses toward the end of the text, the focus shifts to Exponential and Logarithmic Functions. 

These are critical for real-world applications such as compound interest, population growth, and radioactive decay. 

The technical execution involves mastering the Laws of Logarithms:

1.  Product Rule: log_b(MN) = log_b(M) + log_b(N)

2.  Quotient Rule: log_b(M/N) = log_b(M) - log_b(N)

3.  Power Rule: log_b(M^p) = p * log_b(M)

4.  Change of Base Formula: log_b(x) = log_a(x) / log_a(b)

Tussy’s approach ensures students understand that a logarithm is simply an exponent. This conceptual shift is vital

for solving equations where the variable is located in the exponent, requiring the application of logarithms to both

sides of the equation.

Practical Implementation: How to Use the 5th Edition Effectively

To maximize the educational outcomes of Intermediate Algebra 5th Edition, a systematic study approach is

required. The following field guide outlines the optimal workflow for students and instructors:

The Step-by-Step Study Workflow

•  Review the Objectives: Every chapter begins with a set of learning objectives. These should be used as a 

checklist for mastery.

•  Analyze the 'Look-Alikes': Tussy identifies problems that look similar but require different technical 

approaches. Distinguishing between these is key to avoiding common errors.



•  Engage with 'Self-Checks': After each example, the 5th edition provides a self-check problem. These should 

be solved immediately to reinforce the procedural memory of the technique just demonstrated.

•  Utilize the 'Strategy' Panels: The authors provide specific strategic insights for solving word problems, 

emphasizing the transition from text to algebraic modeling.

•  Master the Vocabulary: Use the end-of-chapter summaries to define and memorize key mathematical terms.

Troubleshooting Common Algebraic Failure Modes

Even with a high-quality textbook like Tussy's, students often encounter specific technical hurdles. Identifying these

failure modes early is essential for academic success.

1. Sign Errors in Subtraction of Polynomials

A common error occurs when subtracting a polynomial, such as (3x² - 5x + 2) - (x² - 2x - 4). Students often fail to 

distribute the negative sign to every term in the second set of parentheses. The solution provided by Tussy is to 

treat subtraction as the addition of the opposite.

2. The 'Freshman's Dream' Fallacy

This technical error involves the incorrect expansion of a binomial power, such as (a + b)² = a² + b². The 5th edition 

provides clear visual proofs showing the missing 2ab term, reinforcing the need for FOIL(First, Outer, Inner, Last)

or the distributive property.

3. Division by Zero in Rational Expressions

Students frequently forget to state the restrictions on variables in rational expressions. Tussy emphasizes that 

before simplifying (x-2)/(x²-4), one must identify that x "` 2 and x "` -2. Failing to do so results in expressions that are

not mathematically equivalent to the original across the entire domain.

The Role of Technology: MindTap and WebAssign Integration

In the modern classroom, the Intermediate Algebra 5th Edition is often paired with digital platforms like Cengage 

MindTap or WebAssign. These tools provide a technical advantage by offering:

•  Algorithmic Problem Generation: Students can practice the same problem type multiple times with different 

numerical values, preventing rote memorization of answers.

•  Immediate Feedback: Instant grading helps students identify technical errors in their logic before they become 

ingrained habits.

•  Personalized Learning Paths: These systems analyze student performance to suggest specific sections of the 

Tussy text that require further review.

Synthesizing the Intermediate Algebra Experience

The journey through Intermediate Algebra, as guided by Alan S. Tussy and R. David Gustafson, is a transition 

from the concrete to the abstract. By focusing on the Language of Algebra, the 5th edition equips students with 

more than just the ability to solve for x; it provides them with the logical framework necessary for critical thinking in

a technical world. The emphasis on visual learning, combined with a rigorous adherence to mathematical

vocabulary, ensures that the concepts of functions, systems, and equations are deeply understood rather than

surface-level memorized.

Ultimately, the strength of this edition lies in its consistency and its refusal to cut corners. Whether exploring the 

nuances of conic sections or the intricacies of complex rational expressions, the text maintains a high standard



of technical accuracy. For students at institutions like Citrus College and beyond, mastering this material is the

definitive step toward academic success in STEM fields. The 5th edition remains a gold standard in developmental

math, proving that with the right structure and pedagogical insight, algebra is a language that every student can

learn to speak fluently.
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