Math from the Street—Math Anxiety

What is math anxiety?
What do we mean when we talk about “math anxiety”? As the name suggests, it involves
feeling anxious when learning and using math. It affects people in different ways, but, at worst,
it causes stress and makes them sick. Math anxiety is real, and not “just” in people’s
imaginations. The physical symptoms include nausea, heart palpitations, and increased blood
pressure. There can also be psychological effects, ranging from negative feelings and low selfconfidence to panic and memory loss.
Tests and exams have always been stressful for students, but math tests are only one source
of math anxiety. Anyone…parents and students, and even teachers can become anxious
about math in everyday situations as well as at school. The exact cause of math anxiety isn’t
known, but many in the field believe the way math is taught can play a role. Emphasizing drills
and memorization instead of understanding how and why numbers affect our world can
contribute to anxiety. People with math anxiety often try to avoid math altogether, but math and
numbers are so common that avoiding them can cause extra stress and make the anxiety
worse.

What can I do about math anxiety?
You don’t need natural ability with math to overcome math anxiety. There are many ways to
become more comfortable with math.
Whether you are a teen or a parent:
•
•
•
•

Take math anxiety seriously.
Talk about it.
Remember that practice, and even some struggling, are part of learning.
Stay positive!

If you are a parent with math anxiety:
•
•

Most children, including teens, follow their parents’ examples. Encourage your teen to have a
positive attitude about improving math skills.
Remember that you don’t have to be a math expert to help your teen with math!

If you suspect your teen has math anxiety:
•
•
•
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Reassurance is important. Let them know it is OK to make mistakes and not know the answers
right away.
Encourage them to ask questions and take extra time with math homework.
If they get stuck, suggest problem-solving steps to take, such as checking math websites,
calling a friend, and talking to teachers. Offer to talk with the teacher as well.
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•

Consider a tutor. Depending on a student’s learning style, one-on-one instruction can boost
confidence and be more effective than learning in a group setting.

Learn more about math anxiety:
•
•

•

•
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