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By Marlene McIntosh, BSc, MBA, MEd
This is the second in a series of articles about how to learn math.
There are several variables to consider when someone wants to learn math. Surprisingly
enough, the quality of instruction only accounts for 25% of someone’s ability to learn
math. You can see this when you have a student who just “gets it” right away, regardless of
the teacher’s ability to teach. Quality of instruction includes the effectiveness of the
instructor, the course textbook, teaching style, extra teaching aids, etc. So, what about the
other 75%?
The other 75% is you! Yes. It’s you. Cognitive skills and IQ count for 50% of your ability
to learn math. This includes baseline math – do you know how to add, divide, multiply,
subtract? This is your ability to build upon your previous knowledge of math. It also
includes how fast you can learn math. I cannot stress enough how valuable it is to have that
base knowledge to build upon. So, if you get a 50% in math, you may only know 50%.
Moving on to a more difficult math course may not get you any better grades because you
don’t have the base knowledge. Often, we’re in too much of a hurry to move on, and it may
be to your detriment to do so. Think about that…
The other 25% is affective characteristics: your personality, self-concept, locus of
control, motivation, attitude, anxiety, and study habits. These are all in your control.
Sometimes just knowing that you are in control is enough to make people sit back and look
at what they’re doing and know that they can change if they really try hard enough. Let’s
look at that. Can you change your personality? According to Psychology Today, you can
change your behaviours which will reflect on your personality. Is it easy to do? Anything
worthwhile takes hard work. There are many suggestions online to help. Using a therapist
can help with your personality and your self-concept. We tend to linger on what we can’t
do instead of what we can do. Sometimes, we’re our own worst enemy.
How about locus of control? According to Dictionary.com, locus of control is “A
theoretical construct designed to assess a person's perceived control over his or her own

behavior. The classification internal
locus indicates that the person feels in control of
events; external locus indicates that others are
perceived to have that control.” If you feel that
you are in control of your own life, you feel more
power over your fate. You can see this when
people know the link between how long they study and their mark, for example. This is
especially true with math. Doing math every day, seven days a week, studying longer, and
looking at the mark is a direct link between what we do and the mark we get. Others who
have an external locus of control say things like, “The teacher failed me,” instead of, “I didn’t
study, so I failed the test.” Sound familiar?
Sometimes students will not even try to learn something new. They’ve given up before they
even start. “I can’t learn math, so why try?” This is called learned helplessness. How do
you change that? As parents and educators, we can teach small amounts to students. Allow
them to experience success. Once they experience success, students are more likely to try
new things. It sounds simple…
What about your math learning style? How do you know what to do? I’ve attached some
handouts that I’ve produced to help you to try different study methods. There are more
than just one way to study. Einstein once said the insanity means trying the same thing over
and over and expecting different results. Try something new! Look at these and see what
you think. Use them and share them.
My final suggestion is this – do NOT procrastinate! Do math every single day, and always
finish with a problem that you know. If you become frustrated, stop. Go back and redo the
math problems that you know. Always end with something that is successful. When studying
math, do math right before going to bed. Then, go to bed. Do not talk to anyone,
watch TV, etc. Go right to bed. Your brain will still process the math that you’ve done. Do
this every night. See what happens!
The next article will be on overcoming test anxiety.
For more information, please contact Marlene at marlene.mcintosh@cambriancollege.ca.

