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HETPING STUDEI\TTS TEARN
TO SUCCEED

BY SYDNEY SAMUEL

vidence now shows that
d i f I i c u l t i c s  i n  l e a r n i n g
math are rclated to school
a n x i e t y , r  m a t h  a n x i c t v , 2
low teacher expectat ions,r
s t u d e n t  e x D e c t a t i o n s  o f

f a i l u r c , r  t h c  b e l i c f  t h a t  m a t h  i s  i r r c l c -
vant to real l i fe,s and learnins disabi l i -
t ies  rc la t ing  to  long-  and shor t - tc rm
memory, recal l ,  coding, pattern recog-
nit ion, visual memorv, and thinking
Drocesses.6

The Primary Years:
The Link to Future Failure

During this stage in their education,
children rcceivc instruction in basic
a r i t hmc t i c  sk i l l s .  I n  k i nde rsa r ten
through sccond gradc,  d i f f icu l t .  in
acquir ing re lared sk i l ls  and knowledgc
ma\ occur for a varietr r.-tf rcasons.
The child's behavior mav be diff icult
for the teacher to manage or modifv,
prevent ing the teacher l rom keeping
the child consistentlv on task.7 Teachei
expectations mav also play a part, if
the teacher believes that thc child is
incapable of  learn ing because c, [  the
f a m i l v  b a c k g r o u n d ,  r a c c ,  c t h n i c
group, or sex.

The student mav be unable to con-
ceptualize, store, or retrieve numbers

ol rr lulel ical conccpts csscntial tcr
nrastcring basic ari thmctic. I f  thcse
le:rrnrng dif f icult ics are not idcnti f ied
anc l  su , i l ' t l v  rcmed ia ted ,  the  ch i ld  mav
r ' \p r ' r ' i r ' r ) t  r '  I  mount ing  scns t 'o l  la i lu rc '
in  re la t ion  to  mathemat ics .  The ch i ld
mnv r -cs is t  l carn ing  math  sk i l l s ,  sarv ing
t l t r t l  l r r '  o t  s h t '  i s  b a d  l r t  a r i t h m t ' t i c  c r i
ha tcs  thc  sub jcc t .  Thc  ch i ld  rnav  beg in

If the teacher does
not provide the stu-
dent with learning
goals thot are chal-

lengzng but not
intimidating, the
child is likely to

remain deficient in
and resistant to
arithmetic and
mathematics.

to daydream or act out arithmctic
lessons.

This type of progressi<-rn in the earlv
learn ing vears establ ishes a dce p ly
negat ivc set t ing for  furrher  ar i thmel ic
or math instruction.

The Intermediate Level:
Reinforcing Failure

At this point, a student mav be
pul led out  of  the regular  c lass lor  spe-
cial instruction in arithmetic, in order
to remediate the arithmetic skil l  and
knowledge deficiencies that have been
increasing annuallv. If the teacher

This article rvil l  focus specificallv on
the rcasons h igh school- 'and col lc 'ge-
agc students havc d i f f icu l lv  master ing
mathematics. First we wil l look at horv
mathematics diff iculties develop and
progress throughout  the chi ld 's  school
experience.
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does nctt provide the student rvi th
learning goals that are chal lenging but
not int imidating, the chi ld is l ikelv to
remain  d t ' I i c i cn t  in  and rcs is tan t  lo
ari thmctic and mathematics.

Horver,er, some students rvhcl have
d<tne r,r 'el l  in ari thmctic up to this t ime
bt 'g in  to  fa i l  r r  he  n  th t ' i  e  n t 'oun ter -
h igh-s r  hoo l - le  r  t ' l  m l r lhe  mat ics .

The Secondary Student
In secondarv school, the student

b e g i n s  t o  r c c c i r , e  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n
mathcmat ics  ra thcr  than ar i thmct ic .
Somc stuclcnts rvho rcccivcd r. ,erv hich
g lades  in  a r i rhmet ic  th ruu [hou l  c i -c -
n r ( 'n ta t \  . .  hoo l  e  rper icnc i '  suddc .n
and dcb i l i ta t ing  dcc l incs  in  ach icve-
ncnt  as  thev  n tove  in to  a lgebra  and
g c o m c t r \ ' .  T h i s  c l e c l i n e  s h o u l c l  b c
e  xp la incd  to  thc  s tudcnt  and r ra re  n t  a rs
n o t h i n g  n t o r r '  t h a n  a n  a d i u s t n t ( ' n t
t t ' ac t ion  lha l  t  lu  b . '  r ' . . r ' . ' r ' scd  lh rouuh
p l l rnnr 'd  s tuc l r  l r r rd  p t ' r ' s i s l t ' n t ,  in r . r r -
m c n t a l  c f l ' o r t  t o u ' a r d  s h o r t - t c r r n .
h igh l r  spr ' r  i l i e  and u t f  a inub l r .  go l r l s .

On th t '  o rh t ' r '  h lnd ,  neeat i l t .Tcr ' l i nps
about n'rath i incl pelsoni l  cor-r-rpctenic
nra l  b . '  t ' r ' i n  lo r t  r 'd  i l  th t '  c  h  i l r l  i s
sco ldcc l  f  o r  no t  t rv ing  hard  cnough or
i :  a d l i s r ' d  t h a t  " h t ' n l u s t  

n o l  h . ' a s  r c , o d
J l  n l t l h  a \  h . '  r ' , l r s  i n  e l t . n t r . n t t r t . r

Children learn to
fail, just as thqt
learn to succeed.

schocrl." Childrcn learn to l 'ai l .  iust as
lh t ' r  l r ' u ln  t t - r  suc t  t ' t ' d .  Thr . '  lonp t ' r  a
e h i l d  p l a t t i t t ' s  r r  f a i l r r r t ' , ' " t p , r n t i i ,  t h "
longcr  i t  r r  i l l  tak r '  h in r  to  r . i ' r ' . ' r sc  lh . '
b e h a v i o r .  I f  n o  i n l c r r , e n t i o n  t a k c s
place, thc chi ld entcrs : .rdulthood u' i th
thc  inc reas ing lv  rc in lo rccd  conv ic t ion
tha t  fa i lu rc  in  mathcmat ics  i s  incv i ta -
blc, and that he clr shc is "r ' r t-r  good rvith
n  u  r n  b e  r s . "

Expec ta t ion  o l  fa i lu rc  in  mer th  o f ten
becclmcs a sclf-fulf i l l ins or,rtcomc of
a n r i c t l  r c l a t . ' d  s p e c i t i i a l h  t o  c . h a l -
lenges in ntath. This is part icularlr , '
t ruc  \ \  h r 'n  lh r .  ins t ruc t i c rna l  p l .os t .am
d o e s  n o t  p r o v i d c  s t u d r . n t s  u i t h  s u l l  i -
cient opportunitr.  to expcrience sub-
stantir ,e incremcntal success at a Dace
su i tcd  to  the i r  a l - r i l i r ies . "

We rvi l l  norv look at hou' anxietv
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  f a i l u r c  i n  m a t h  a t  l h . '
high school, col lege, or other levels of
schooling.

Anxiety: A llatter of Degree
A precise definit ion of anxiet l '  is

h a r d  t o  d e r i r  e  f r o n r  r h c  I i r e r a t u r e  ,  b u t
most experts agree that i t  can be
vierved as an outcome of an



"approach-avoidance paradigm [."-
lated to] the need to avoid fai lure. The
imoortance of this is that the school
seti ing provides a natural laboratorv
in which manv individuals are exposed
to fai lure. The comorehensive series of
studies of test anxictv bv Sarason havc
l ikervise shorvn lhc i trc 'ssor oDcrativc
in  the  schot - r l  se t t ing . " r "

Thc  ex ten t  to  rvh ich  anx ie tv  qener -

a tcs  o r  t ' r t ingu ishes  produc t ivc ,  goa l -
orientcd, pcrsistcnt cfforts to achicve
appcar to be directh related to the
cxtent to rvhich the student bel ievcs he
or  she rv i l l  succeed in  learn ing . r r  I f  thc
s tudcnt ' s  anx ie tv  i s  d ismisscd,  ignored,
or accepted as an unalterable part of
the  persona l i t v ,  hc  o r  shc  is  l i kc lv  to
cont inuc  to  cxpcr icncc  task-spcc i f  i c
or gencr:r l izcd schclol anxictv as dis-
ab l ing  ra thcr  than cmporvcr ing . rz

F a i l u r c  a n x i c t v  c a n  b c c o m c  a
learned rcsponsc that takcs considcr-
ab lc  t in rc  to  ovcrcomc.  Dur ing  th is
l i r n r '  p u l i t ' n l ,  s u p p o r l i r r . '  i n s l r u t ' l i o t t
n ' rus t  p rov idc  thc  s tudcnt  rv i th  sub-
stantive :rncl consistcnt oonortunit ies
fo r  success .  Hc ln lu l  re  mc i ia t ion  t t 'e  h -
n i q u c s  i n c l u d c  t h c  f o l l o r v i n g :  ( l )
n r e t h o d i c a l l v  t c s t i n g  t h c  s t u d c n t ' s
l 'csponscs to r ' :rr ious tt 'pcs o[ visual
and vcrba l  ins t ruc t ion ,  (2 )  o f fc r ing
hands-on o1-rportunit ics for lcarning,
anc l  131 us ing  h igh  lcve ls  o f  d iscuss ion
in  c lass .  Us ing  thcsc  appr r iachcs ,  h igh
schoo l  and co l l cgc  levc l  r .na thcmat ics
tcachcrs can cnablc sklv lcarners to
rnakc  s ign i f i can t  ga ins  in  ach icvcmcn l .

Overcoming Fai lure-
Expectancy in the Older Student

Whatcver  the  reason a  s tudent  has
fai lcd to m.rstcr basic rnathcmatics-
m:.rth anxictr. ' ,  schocl l  phobiar, or visu:.r l
or vcrbal mcnrorv dif f icult ics-bv the
t i rne  hc  or  shc  reaches  co l l cge ,  hc  mav
havc dcr,elclpcd stratcgies to avoid anv
math- re la tcd  ch : r l lengcs .  Evcn a t  th is
latc datc, instruct ional approachcs can
be devc lopcd to  hc lp  the  ind iv idua l
inc rcase h is  o r  hcr  mastc rv  o f  thc
sub jcc t .

Thc  s tudcnt  can lcarn  to  manage
anxietv as surelv as he or she learncd
to experience i t .  Bv using relaxation,
imaging, and svstcmatic desensit iza-
t ion strategies, the student can learn to
overcome disabl ing emotional rcac-
t ions ,  thus  enab l ing  h im to  acqu i rc
knorvledge and ski l ls that rvi l l  br ing
him personal grat i f icat ion and im-
proved ski l ls for emplol 'ment.r3

The instructor can help crcate a
c l imate  tha t  enabr les  the  s tudent  tc r
convert math anxietv into productive
b e h a v i o r ,  c o m p e n s a t e  f o i  l e a r n i n g
disabi l i t ies, and der,elop a plan to
effect ivelv attack the problem. While
t e a c h i n g  i h e  s t u d e n t  t o  d e a l  u  i t h  a n x -

i c t r ' ,  t h c  i n s t r u c t o l  s h o u l d  c o m n t u n i -
ca tc  h igh  expec ta t ions  1 ' r - r r  improve-
rne  r r t .  Th is  u  i l l  cnab le  o lc le  r  ado-
l c s c c n t s  a n d  c o l l e g e  s t u d c n t s  t c r
cxpcr icnce subs tan t ivc  ga ins  in  n ' ra th
sk i l l s .  l t  rv i l l  a lso  enhancc  the i r  sc l f -
cs tee  nr  and car rcer  oppor tun i t ies . ra  E
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