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Overview

1. What is Mathematics Anxiety?

2. How do you know an Adult Learner has Mathematics Anxiety?

3. How can the Tutor help the Maths Anxious Adult Learner?

4. Q & A
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“feelings of tension and anxiety
that interfere with 

the manipulation of numbers and 
the solving 

of mathematical problems 
in a wide variety 
of ordinary life 

and academic situations” 
Richardson & Suinn, 1972

1. What is Mathematics Anxiety?
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Dislike
Discomfort

Panic
Avoidance

Low 
MA

High
MA

What is Mathematics Anxiety?

Other words associated with mathematics anxiety 
include:

▪ Nervousness

▪ Dread

▪ Mental Disorganisation

▪ Helplessness/Paralysis

Variations in terminology:

▪Mathophobia

▪Math panic

▪Math abuse

▪Math trauma
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Exploring the sources 
of mathematics anxiety

Mathematics Anxiety Reaction

Context for 
Mathematics

Learner 
Disposition

Previous 
Experiences

(Adapted from Cemen, 1987)
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Mathematics Anxiety Reaction

Context for 
Mathematics

Learner 
Disposition

Previous 
Experiences

(Adapted from Cemen, 1987)

Previous 
Experiences

Parent (attitude, extent of 
encouragement)

School and Teacher
(transitions, classroom, 
teaching methods, 
punishment for failure)



Dr Maria Ryan (7)

Mathematics Anxiety Reaction

Context for 
Mathematics

Learner 
Disposition

Previous 
Experiences

(Adapted from Cemen, 1987)

Previous 
Experiences

Learner 
Disposition

Directly influenced by 
previous experiences
▪ Confidence
▪ Maths attitudes
▪ Relevance of maths
▪ Prior avoidance
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Mathematics Anxiety Reaction

Context for 
Mathematics

Learner 
Disposition

Previous 
Experiences

(Adapted from Cemen, 1987)

Previous 
Experiences

Learner 
Disposition

Gives rise to stress for the 
learner

▪ Nature of maths
▪ Scheduling of classes
▪ Teaching methods
▪ Tests, Homework

Context for
Mathematics
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▪ Certain topics – fractions, decimals, 
times tables, long division, algebra, 
formulas, etc.

▪ Emphasis on one answer, the right 
answer!

▪ Speed equates to proficiency

▪ Being asked to solve a problem in 
front of your peers

▪ Teacher’s preferred method of 
teaching

▪ Topic perceived as irrelevant

▪ Being good at mathematics equates 
to intelligence and value as a person

▪ Gatekeeper subject

▪ Etc.

Sources of Mathematics Anxiety among Adult Learners
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2. How do you know an Adult Learner has Mathematics Anxiety?

• Anecdotally

• Mathematics Anxiety Timeline

• Mathematics Anxiety Questionnaire

• Mathematics Life Story

Maria D Ryan
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and the Maths Anxious Adult Learner

• How maths anxious are you?

• What is your mathematics story?

• How maths anxious is the adult learner?

• What is their mathematics story?

• Other factors to consider …
• Attendance

• Engaging with your class

• Support

• Safety in numbers! – Pair/small group work

• ‘Can do’ attitude

3. The Tutor
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How the tutor can help a maths anxious adult learner

➢Understanding and empathy
- Significance of mathematics to the adult learner

- Their motivation for learning mathematics

➢Support for the maths anxious adult learner

➢Space to allow adult learner to share their 
experiences of doing mathematics

Helpful Strategies:
- Focus on mistakes!
- Stuck Sheet 

(Chisholm, 2017)
- Reading about how 

others feel about 
mathematics

- Writing about 
feelings before test

- Breathing & Exercise
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Thank you!

Email: MariaD.Ryan@mic.ul.ie 

@WhyHateMaths


