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UNDERSTANDING
THE UC DAVIS
MATH PLACEMENT
EXAM: A
COMPLETE GUIDE

Starting your academic
j o u r n e y  a t  t h e
University of California,
Davis  is  an  exciting
milestone,  but  it  also
comes  with  important
decisions.  One  of  the
first  academic  hurdles
you  will  encounter  is
the  UC  Davis  Math
Placement  Exam.  This
assessment  plays  a
c r u c i a l  r o l e  i n
determining  which
mathematics  course
you  are  prepared  to

take  during  your  first
year  and  beyond .
Whether  you  are  an
incoming  freshman,  a
transfer  student,  or
simply planning ahead,
understanding  the
p l a c e m e n t  e x a m
process  can  save  you
time,  reduce  stress,
and  set  you  up  for
success from day one.
The  math  placement
exam  is  not  jus t  a
f o r m a l i t y ;  i t  i s  a
carefully designed tool
used by the university
to ensure that students
enroll  in  courses  that
match  their  current
skill  level.  Taking  a
math class that is too
advanced  can  lead  to
frustration  and  poor
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performance,  while  a
course that is too basic
can  waste  your  time
and tuition dollars. The
U C  D a v i s  M a t h
Placement Exam helps
s t r i k e  t h e  r i g h t
balance,  guiding  you
toward the appropriate
starting  point  in  your
m a t h e m a t i c s
sequence .  In  th i s
comprehensive  article,
we  will  explore  every
aspect  of  the  exam,
from  registration  and
preparation  to  scoring
and course placement,
so  you  can  approach
t h e  p r o c e s s  w i t h
confidence.

WHAT IS THE UC
DAVIS MATH
PLACEMENT
EXAM?

The  UC  Davis  Math
Placement Exam is an
online  assessment
a d m i n i s t e r e d  t o
incoming  and  current
students  to  evaluate

their  mathematical
readiness. The exam is
designed  to  test  your
understanding  of  key
concepts  typical ly
covered in high school
mathematics, including
algebra, geometry, and
precalculus.  Based  on
your performance,  the
university recommends
the  most  suitable  first
mathematics  course
for  your  major  and
academic  goals.
Unl ike  some  other
placement  tests  you
m a y  h a v e
encountered,  the  UC
Davis exam is adaptive
in  nature.  This  means
that the difficulty of the
quest ions  adjusts
b a s e d  o n  y o u r
responses .  I f  you
answer  a  quest ion
correctly,  the  next
q u e s t i o n  m a y  b e
s l i g h t l y  m o r e
challenging.  If  you
struggle,  the  system
will  present  questions
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that help pinpoint your
precise skill level. This
a d a p t i v e  f o r m a t
e n s u r e s  a  m o r e
accurate  assessment
and  a  shorter  testing
experience  for  most
students.
It is important to note
that the exam is not a
pass-or-fail  test.  There
i s  n o  p e n a l t y  f o r
performing at  a  lower
level,  and  the  results
are  used  solely  for
placement  purposes.
The  goal  is  to  match
you  w i th  a  course
where you can thrive,
not  to  label  you as  a
s t r o n g  o r  w e a k
s t u d e n t .  T h i s
philosophy is central to
t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ' s
commitment to student
success  and  equitable
access to education.

Who
Needs to
Take the
Exam?
Not  every  student  at
UC Davis is required to
t a k e  t h e  m a t h
p lacement  exam.
Whether  you  need  to
take  it  depends  on
your  intended  major
and  your  previous
m a t h e m a t i c s
background. Generally,
students  who  plan  to
e n r o l l  i n  a n y
mathematics course at
the  university  level,
including  calculus,
statistics,  or  finite
mathematics, will need
t o  c o m p l e t e  t h e
placement  process.
T h i s  a p p l i e s
particularly to students
i n  t h e  C o l l e g e  o f
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Letters  and  Science,
t h e  C o l l e g e  o f
Engineering,  and  the
College  of  Agricultural
and  Environmental
Sciences.
Students  who  have
already earned college
c r e d i t  f o r  a
mathematics  course
through  Advanced
P l a c e m e n t  ( A P ) ,
I n t e r n a t i o n a l
Baccalaureate  (IB),  or
transfer credits may be
exempt from the exam.
For  example,  if  you
scored a 4 or 5 on the
AP Calculus  AB exam,
you may be eligible to
enro l l  d i rec t l y  i n
Calculus  I I  without
taking  the  placement
test. Similarly, students
who have completed a
transferable  college-
level math course with
a grade of C or better
may also qualify for an
exemption. However, it
i s  a l w a y s  w i s e  t o
confirm  your  specific

situation by consulting
the  UC  Davis  Office  of
the  Registrar  or  your
academic advisor.

HOW TO REGISTER
FOR THE UC DAVIS
MATH PLACEMENT
EXAM

Registering  for  the
e x a m  i s  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
process, but it requires
attention  to  deadlines
and details. The exam
is  administered  online
through  the  UC  Davis
Canvas  platform,  and
you  can  take  it  from
a n y w h e r e  w i t h  a
re l i ab le  i n te rne t
connection.  Here  is  a
step-by-step  overview
of  the  registration
process.

Check your UC1.
Davis email
regularly.
Important
announcements
about placement
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exams, including
registration links
and deadlines,
are sent to your
university email
account. Make
sure you can
access this
account well
before the start
of your first
quarter.
Log into the2.
placement
exam portal.
You will typically
find the link to
the Math
Placement Exam
on the UC Davis
New Student
Orientation
website or
through your
MyAdmissions
portal. Follow the
instructions to
access the exam
system.
Complete any3.
required pre-
surveys. Before

taking the exam,
you may be
asked to fill out a
brief
questionnaire
about your
previous math
coursework. This
information helps
the system
calibrate the
exam to your
background.
Choose a4.
testing
window. The
exam is offered
during multiple
windows
throughout the
year, including
summer, fall,
winter, and
spring. Select the
window that
works best for
your schedule.
Keep in mind
that results must
be available
before course
registration
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opens.
Verify your5.
technology. The
exam requires a
computer with a
stable internet
connection, a
web browser,
and a quiet
environment.
You do not need
a webcam or
special software,
but you should
ensure that your
browser allows
cookies and
JavaScript.

Once  you  complete
these steps, you will be
ready to take the exam
at  your  convenience
within  your  chosen
testing  window.  The
exam  typically  takes
between  60  and  90
minutes  to  complete,
though  you  may  be
given  a  longer  time
l i m i t  i f
accommodations  are
needed.

WHAT TOPICS ARE
COVERED ON THE
EXAM?

The  UC  Davis  Math
P l a c e m e n t  E x a m
f o c u s e s  o n  t h e
f o u n d a t i o n a l
mathematics skills that
a r e  e s s e n t i a l  f o r
success in college-level
courses.  While  the
exact  content  may
vary slightly  from one
version of the exam to
another,  the  following
t o p i c  a r e a s  a r e
c o n s i s t e n t l y
emphasized.

Algebra
and
Functions
A l g e b r a  i s  t h e
b a c k b o n e  o f  t h e
placement  exam.  You
will  be tested on your
ability  to  solve  linear
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a n d  q u a d r a t i c
equations,  work  with
polynomials,  factor
express ions ,  and
s imp l i f y  r a t i ona l
functions.  Questions
m a y  a l s o  c o v e r
a b s o l u t e  v a l u e
equations, inequalities,
a n d  s y s t e m s  o f
equations.  A  strong
command of  algebraic
m a n i p u l a t i o n  i s
essential  for  achieving
a high score.

Geometry
and
Trigonom
etry
B a s i c  g e o m e t r i c
concepts appear on the
e x a m ,  i n c l u d i n g
properties of triangles,
c i rc les ,  and  other
polygons.  You  should
be  comfortable  with

t h e  P y t h a g o r e a n
theorem,  area  and
volume  formulas,  and
angle  relationships.
Trigonometric  topics
include the unit circle,
s ine ,  cos ine ,  and
tangent  functions,  as
well as basic identities
and  so lv ing  r i gh t
triangles.

Precalcul
us and
Advanced
Topics
To  place  into  higher-
level  courses  such  as
Calculus  I,  you  wil l
need  to  demonstrate
proficiency  in
precalculus  concepts.
T h i s  i n c l u d e s
e x p o n e n t i a l  a n d
logarithmic  functions,
sequences  and  series,
conic  sections,  and
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limits.  Understanding
f u n c t i o n
transformations  and
composition  is  also
important.  The  exam
may include questions
that  require  you  to
interpret  graphs  and
mode l  rea l -wor ld
s c e n a r i o s  u s i n g
m a t h e m a t i c a l
functions.

Data
Analysis
and
Probabilit
y
Some  versions  of  the
p l a c e m e n t  e x a m
include basic statistics
a n d  p r o b a b i l i t y
questions. You may be
asked  to  calculate
means,  medians,  and
standard deviations, or

t o  d e t e r m i n e
probabilities  using
s i m p l e  c o u n t i n g
principles. While these
topics are less heavily
weighted than algebra
and  precalculus,  they
can  still  influence  your
final  placement
recommendation.

HOW IS THE EXAM
SCORED AND
WHAT DO THE
RESULTS MEAN?

Your  score  on the UC
Davis  Math  Placement
Exam is reported as a
placement level rather
than  a  t rad i t iona l
percentage  or  letter
grade.  The  placement
levels  are  typically
numbered from 1 to 4,
with Level 4 being the
highest.  Each  level
c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  a
specific  set  of  courses
you  are  el igible  to
enroll  in.

Level 1: You
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may be placed
into a
foundational
mathematics
course, such as
Math 12
(Precalculus) or a
remedial algebra
course. This level
indicates that
you would
benefit from
strengthening
your basic skills
before moving
into more
advanced
coursework.
Level 2: You are
eligible for
courses like Math
16A (Calculus for
the Biological
and Social
Sciences) or
Math 21A
(Calculus for the
Physical Sciences
and
Engineering),
depending on
your major. This

level suggests
solid preparation
for introductory
college calculus.
Level 3: You
qualify for Math
17A (Calculus for
the Biological
and Social
Sciences) or
Math 21A with
confidence, and
you may also be
eligible for Math
21B if your score
is high enough
within this level.
This level
represents
strong readiness
for calculus.
Level 4: You are
prepared for
Math 21A or
even Math 21B
(Calculus II)
depending on
your specific
score. Level 4
indicates
excellent
mathematical
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preparation and
a strong
foundation for
advanced
coursework.

I t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  your
placement  level  is  a
recommendation, not a
requirement.  In  some
cases, you may be able
to enroll in a course at
a  higher  level  if  you
have other evidence of
readiness,  such  as  a
strong  AP  score  or  a
recommendation  from
a high school teacher.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
university  encourages
students  to  follow the
p l a c e m e n t
recommendation  to
a v o i d  t h e  r i s k  o f
struggling  in  a  course
that is too advanced.

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR THE UC DAVIS
MATH PLACEMENT

EXAM

Preparation is  the key
to  performing  well  on
the  placement  exam.
W h i l e  t h e  t e s t  i s
designed  to  measure
y o u r  c u r r e n t
knowledge,  a  l itt le
focused  review  can
h e l p  y o u  r e c a l l
concepts  you  may
have  forgotten  and
improve  your  score.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
practical  strategies  to
he lp  you  p repa re
effectively.

Review
Foundatio
nal
Concepts
Start  by  reviewing
algebra, geometry, and
precalculus topics from
y o u r  h i g h  s c h o o l
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textbooks  or  online
resources.  Focus  on
the  areas  where  you
feel  least  confident.
Khan  Academy,  for
example,  offers  free
lessons  and  practice
exercises  that  align
c l o s e l y  w i t h  t h e
c o n t e n t  o f  t h e
placement exam. Work
th rough  p rac t i ce
problems until you can
solve them quickly and
accurately.

Take
Practice
Tests
The  UC  Davis  Math
P l a c e m e n t  E x a m
webs i te  p rov ides
sample  questions  and
practice  tests.  These
r e s o u r c e s  a r e
i n v a l u a b l e  f o r
understanding  the
format  and  difficulty

level  of  the  actual
exam.  Take  at  least
one full-length practice
t e s t  u n d e r  t i m e d
conditions  to  simulate
the  real  experience.
Review  your  answers
carefully  and  identify
any  patterns  in  the
types of questions you
miss.

Focus on
Weak
Areas
After taking a practice
test, spend extra time
on the topics that gave
you the most trouble. If
you  struggled  with
l o g a r i t h m s ,  f o r
instance,  dedicate  a
s t u d y  s e s s i o n
e x c l u s i v e l y  t o
logarithmic  functions.
Use  online  tutorials,
flashcards,  or  study
groups  to  reinforce
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your  understanding.
The  goa l  i s  no t  to
memorize answers but
to  bui ld  a  genuine
grasp of the underlying
concepts.

Manage
Test
Anxiety
It  is  natural  to  feel
nervous  before  an
important  exam,  but
excessive  anxiety  can
hurt your performance.
Practice  relaxation
techniques  such  as
deep  breathing  or
visualization.  Remind
yourse l f  t ha t  the
placement exam is not
a  measure  of  your
worth as a student but
rather  a  tool  to  help
you  find  the  right
starting  point.  Get  a
good  night's  sleep
before the test,  eat  a

balanced  meal,  and
arrive  at  your  testing
envi ronment  wi th
plenty of time to spare.

WHAT HAPPENS
AFTER YOU TAKE
THE EXAM?

After you complete the
U C  D a v i s  M a t h
Placement Exam, your
results  are  typically
available  within  24  to
48  hours .  You  wi l l
r e c e i v e  a n  e m a i l
notification  when  your
placement  level  is
posted to your student
portal. From there, you
c a n  v i e w  y o u r
recommended  course
placement  and  begin
p l a n n i n g  y o u r
schedule.
If you are satisfied with
your  placement,  you
can proceed to enroll in
the  recommended
course  during  your
registration  period.  If
you believe your score
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does  not  accurately
reflect  your  abilities,
you  may  have  the
option  to  retake  the
exam.  Retake  policies
vary by term, so check
the  official  website  for
t h e  m o s t  c u r r e n t
information.  Generally,
you  are  allowed  one
retake  per  academic
year, and there may be
a waiting period before
you can test again.
Students  who  place
into  a  remedia l  or
foundational  course
s h o u l d  n o t  f e e l
discouraged.  Many
successful  UC  Davis
students  began  their
mathematics journey in
a  lower-level  course
a n d  p r o g r e s s e d
quickly.  The important
thing is to build a solid
foundation  that  will
support  your  future
studies in your chosen
major.

FREQUENTLY
ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE UC
DAVIS MATH
PLACEMENT EXAM

Is the
exam
required
for all
majors?
No,  not  a l l  majors
requ i r e  t he  math
p lacement  exam.
Students in majors that
d o  n o t  i n v o l v e
q u a n t i t a t i v e
coursework  may  be
exempt. However, it is
always  best  to  check
with  your  college  or
m a j o r  a d v i s o r  t o
confirm  your  specific
requirements.
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Can I use
a
calculator
on the
exam?
The  UC  Davis  Math
Placement  Exam  is  a
no-calculator  test.  All
questions are designed
to  be  solved  using
mental  math,  pencil
and  paper,  and  basic
arithmetic.  This  policy
ensures that the exam
m e a s u r e s  y o u r
c o n c e p t u a l
understanding  rather
than your ability to use
a calculator.

How long

is my
placemen
t valid?
Your placement level is
valid for one academic
year from the date you
took the exam. If  you
do  no t  en ro l l  i n  a
mathematics  course
within  that  timeframe,
y o u  m a y  n e e d  t o
retake the exam before
registering for  a math
class.

What if I
have a
disability
and need
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accommo
dations?
UC Davis is committed
to  providing  equal
access to all students.
I f  y o u  h a v e  a
documented  disability

a n d  r e q u i r e
accommodations  for
the  placement  exam,
contact  the  Student
Disability Center well in
advance of your testing
window.  They  can
arrange extended time,
a  q u i e t  t e s t i n g
environment, or other


