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MASTERING THE UCLA EXTENSION CALCULUS PLACEMENT EXAM: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

If you are planning to enroll in calculus through UCLA Extension, you have likely come across one
essential gatekeeper: the UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam. This exam is not just a
formality—it determines whether you are ready for college-level calculus or whether you need to
strengthen your precalculus foundations first. Whether you are a high school student aiming to get
ahead, a college student seeking transfer credit, or a professional returning to math, understanding
this placement test is the first step toward academic success.
In this guide, we will walk you through everything you need to know about the UCLA Extension
Calculus Placement Exam: what it covers, how to register, how to prepare, and how to interpret your
results. By the end, you will have a clear roadmap to not only pass the exam but to excel at it.

WHAT IS THE UCLA EXTENSION CALCULUS PLACEMENT EXAM?

The UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam is a diagnostic test designed to assess your
mathematical readiness for the calculus sequence offered through UCLA Extension. Unlike a typical
course  final,  this  exam  is  not  pass-fail  in  the  traditional  sense.  Instead,  it  places  you  into  the
appropriate level of mathematics—either directly into Calculus I or into a prerequisite precalculus
course.
The exam is especially important for students who have not recently taken a formal precalculus or
trigonometry class, or whose math background is from a non-standard curriculum. It ensures that
everyone starts at a level where they can succeed, avoiding the frustration of jumping into calculus
without the necessary foundation.

Who Needs to Take the Exam?
You will be required to take the UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam if you wish to enroll in any
of the following courses:

Math XL 31A (Calculus I)
Math XL 31B (Calculus II)
Math XL 31C (Calculus III)

Students who have already completed a college-level calculus course with a grade of C or better

elsewhere may be exempt. However, if you are unsure about your math background or if it has been
more  than  two  years  since  your  last  math  class,  taking  the  placement  exam  is  strongly
recommended—even if you think you might qualify for an exemption.

EXAM FORMAT AND CONTENT

The UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam is a timed, proctored test lasting approximately 90
minutes. It is typically administered remotely using a proctoring service, although in-person options
may be available on request. The exam is closed-book and no calculators are allowed, so mental
arithmetic and algebraic manipulation skills are critical.

Topics Covered
The exam focuses on precalculus material—the mathematical building blocks needed for success in
calculus. Here is a breakdown of the major areas:

Algebraic Manipulations: Simplifying expressions, factoring, solving equations and
inequalities, working with exponents and radicals.
Functions and Their Properties: Domain and range, composite and inverse functions,
transformations of graphs, even and odd functions.
Polynomial and Rational Functions: Zeros, end behavior, asymptotes, graphing.
Exponential and Logarithmic Functions: Properties of logs, solving exponential equations,
growth and decay models.
Trigonometry: Unit circle, trigonometric functions, identities, solving trigonometric
equations, inverse trig functions.
Analytic Geometry: Conic sections (parabolas, ellipses, hyperbolas), polar coordinates
(basic).
Limits (introductory): Basic limit concepts, continuity, and one-sided limits. No derivatives
or integrals are tested.

The exam does not require any calculus knowledge—its sole purpose is to verify that you can handle
algebraic and trigonometric manipulations at a speed and accuracy needed for calculus.

HOW TO REGISTER FOR THE UCLA EXTENSION CALCULUS PLACEMENT EXAM

Registration is handled entirely through UCLA Extension’s online portal. Here is a step-by-step guide:

Create or log in to your UCLA Extension student account.1.
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Navigate to the placement exam page under the Math & Statistics department.2.
Select a test date from the available options. Dates are offered regularly throughout the3.
year, but slots fill quickly, especially before fall and spring quarters.
Pay the exam fee (currently around $50–$75, though subject to change).4.
Complete the remote proctoring setup if testing from home. You will receive instructions5.
for installing the proctoring software and checking your system requirements.

After  registration,  you  will  receive  a  confirmation  email  with  details  about  the  test  day,  including
technical requirements and allowed materials (which are very few).

PREPARING FOR THE EXAM: STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES

Since the UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam covers a broad range of precalculus topics,
smart preparation is essential. The worst mistake you can make is assuming you remember all of
high school math perfectly. Even strong math students benefit from a structured review.

Recommended Study Materials
UCLA Extension provides a free study guide and sample problems on their website. Use these as
your starting point. Additionally, consider these resources:

Textbooks: “Precalculus” by Stewart, Redlin, and Watson is a classic. Alternatively, “Algebra
and Trigonometry” by Sullivan covers all exam topics.
Online courses: Khan Academy’s Precalculus section is excellent for video explanations and
practice exercises. Focus on units about functions, trigonometry, and limits.
Practice tests: Look for UCLA Extension-specific practice tests online. Some tutoring centers
offer mock placement exams.

Time Management During Preparation
Plan at least three to four weeks of consistent review. If you are weak in trigonometry, spend extra
time on the unit circle and identities. If algebra is your weakness, drill factoring and equation solving
until  it  becomes automatic.  A  good rule  of  thumb is  to  spend 30–60 minutes  per  day,  five days  a
week, rather than cramming over a weekend.

Study Tips by Topic
Algebra:  Practice  simplifying  complex  fractions,  rationalizing  denominators,  and  working  with
absolute values. These skills are used constantly in calculus.
Functions: Be able to quickly find domain and range of any given function. Understand composition
and inverse functions—concepts that appear in derivative and integral calculations.

Trigonometry: Memorize the unit circle values for sine, cosine, and tangent at key angles (0, π/6,
π/4, π/3, π/2, etc.). Know the Pythagorean identities and the double-angle formula. You may need to
solve trig equations without a calculator.
Limits:  While  only  an  introduction,  practice  evaluating  limits  numerically  and  graphically.
Understand the concept of continuity.

TEST-TAKING TIPS FOR THE BIG DAY

On exam day, the most important thing is to stay calm and manage your time. Here are some
specific strategies:

Read each question carefully. Some problems have multiple parts or subtle conditions.
Skip and return. If a problem seems too hard or time-consuming, mark it and move on. You
can come back later.
Show your work. Even though the exam is multiple-choice (usually), some problems may
require you to write answers. Partial credit may be available in some formats.
Check your answers. If you finish early, use the remaining time to double-check
calculations, especially signs and arithmetic.
No calculator means mental math. Practice basic arithmetic skills during preparation so
you don't waste time on simple calculations.

Also, be aware of the proctoring rules: do not look at other browser tabs, do not talk, and ensure
your workspace is clear. Any violation could invalidate your exam.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR SCORE AND NEXT STEPS

Results are typically available within one to two weeks after the test date. You will receive a score
report that indicates your recommended placement. The report does not provide a numerical score
but rather a placement decision:

Placement into Calculus I (Math XL 31A): You demonstrated strong precalculus skills and
can proceed directly to calculus.
Placement into Precalculus or Algebra Review: You need to strengthen your foundations
before attempting calculus. UCLA Extension offers courses like Math XL 1 (College Algebra)
and Math XL 2 (Precalculus).

If you do not place into Calculus I, do not be discouraged. Many students start in precalculus and still
go on to succeed in calculus. Taking the prerequisite course is far better than struggling through
calculus and failing.
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Can You Retake the Exam?
Yes, you are allowed to retake the UCLA Extension Calculus Placement Exam. However, there may
be a waiting period of one quarter (about three months) and you must re-register and pay the fee
again. Use the time between attempts to study the areas where you performed poorly.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Does the exam assume knowledge of calculus?
No, the exam strictly covers precalculus. No derivative or integral calculations are required.
Is the exam equivalent to the AP Calculus AB/BC exam?
No, the placement exam is purely diagnostic. It does not grant college credit for calculus. AP exam
scores (3 or higher) can be used for course equivalency at UCLA Extension, but the placement exam
serves a different purpose.
What if I have already taken calculus before?
If you have taken calculus at another accredited institution and earned a grade of C or better, you

may not need the placement exam. Contact UCLA Extension student services with your transcript to
verify.
How long are my placement results valid?
Placement results are typically valid for one year from the test date. If you do not enroll in a calculus
course within that year, you may need to retake the exam.

CONCLUSION

The  UCLA Extension  Calculus  Placement  Exam  is  your  gateway  to  a  successful  calculus
experience. Far from an obstacle, it is a tool that ensures you start your math journey at the right
level. By understanding the exam content, preparing systematically, and approaching test day with
confidence,  you  set  yourself  up  for  long-term academic  success—whether  you  are  preparing  for  a
STEM degree, a career change, or simply the challenge of learning higher mathematics.
Take the exam seriously, but do not stress. With the right preparation and mindset, you will place
directly into the course you need. And if you land in a prerequisite class, think of it as a valuable
opportunity to solidify your skills. Either way, you are moving forward. Good luck!


