
MATH 256 - Linear Algebra
Spring 2016

Instructor: Casey Douglas
Office: SH173
E-mail: cjdouglas@smcm.edu
Office Phone: x4369

Office Hours: Check my office door!
TA: Rachel Kaper (rakaper@smcm.edu)
TA Office Hours: W: 6:00 - 8:00

“Algebraic!!”

Course Content
Linear Algebra begins as the study of something quite innocent (perhaps even dull-sounding) and
straightforward: systems of linear equations. It quickly blossoms into something richer and more
meaningful. It is important to a number of fields, for instance, including other, more sophisticated
areas of mathematics itself. Here is a (horribly incomplete) list of some of these subjects: Chemistry,
Physics, Biology, Economics, Psychology, Sociology, Political Science, Medicine, Genetics, Program-
ming, Names for Terrible Movies, Probability, Statistics, Image Processing, Differential Equations,
Differential Geometry, Riemannian Geometry, Topology, Analysis, Functional Analysis, Measure The-
ory, Abstract Algebra and on and on and on.

The language of Linear Algebra is both powerful and easy-to-use (relatively speaking); its fundamental
concepts – vectors and linear transformations (among others) – can be found lurking behind virtually
everything, and so once you figure out how to locate and use them, you’re set. Pretty much for life. 1

Here is a (rough) list of topics we’ll cover this semester:

• Solving Linear Systems, Matrices (Chapter One; Sections I - III) : Weeks 1-2

• Vector Spaces, Basis, and Dimension (Chapter Two; Sections I, II & III) : Weeks 3-5

• Maps, Morphisms, Changing Bases, and more Matrices (Chapter Three; Sections I-V) : Weeks
6-9

1Results may vary.
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• Determinants and Oriented Volume (Chapter 4; Sections I-II) : Weeks 9-10

• Similarity, Diagonalizing, Eigenvectors, and Eigenvalues (Chapter 5; Sections I-II) : Weeks 10-12

• Nilpotence and Jordan Canonical Form (Chapter 5; Sections III-IV) : Time permitting

Textbook
Linear Algebra by J. Heffron. This book is available free of charge online.

Course Resources
Naturally, you have written resources to help you with the course material, some pre-existing (your
textbook and class handouts) and some that you will produce as the course progresses (your home-
work). Arguably the most important resources at your disposal are people.

First and foremost you have each other. You are encouraged to work on assignments with others,
and, in fact, you will often be organized into groups to collaborate on activities. Secondly, you have
the wonderful Carrie Winterer as your TA. Lastly, you have me. Please make use of our office hours
and review sessions.

Instead of Blackboard, I will use my blog Mathematicalypse to maintain class notes, assignment
reminders, and solutions to weekly assignments. You are responsible for keeping track of your own
grade in this class.

Assignments
Assignments will be given and collected on Thursdays. Collaboration is encouraged, but please include
the names of the other students with whom you worked.

Grades and Tentative Exam Dates
Grades will be computed as follows:

• Weekly Assignments: 50% (all semester)

• Class Participation: 10% (all semester)

• Exam 1: 10% (2.16.16)

• Exam 2: 10% (3.31.16)

• Final: 20% (5.6.16, 2pm - 4:15pm)

Students with Disabilities
Any student with a disability requiring accommodations in this class is encouraged to contact me.
Students with a disability may also contact Office of Academic Services.
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http://joshua.smcvt.edu/linearalgebra/
http://mathematicalypse.wordpress.com

