ICommon Mistakes

The following are some of the most common mistakes
people make when writing mathematical proofs.

1. Arguing from examples.

Looking at examples is one of the most helpful practices
a problem solver can engage in and is encouraged by all
good mathematics teachers.

However, it is a mistake to think that a general
statement can be proved by showing it to be true for
some special cases. A property referred to in a universal
statement may be true in many instances without being
true in general.
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2. Using the same letter to mean two different things.

Some beginning theorem provers give a new variable
quantity the same letter name as a previously introduced
variable.

3. Jumping to a conclusion.

To jump to a conclusion means to allege the truth of
something without giving an adequate reason.

4. Assuming what is to be proved.

To assume what is to be proved is a variation of jumping
to a conclusion.
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7. Misuse of the word if.

Another common error is not serious in itself, but it
reflects imprecise thinking that sometimes leads to
problems later in a proof. This error involves using the
word if when the word because is really meant.
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