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Laziness or Academic Incompetence:

A Behind-The-Scenes Outlook on the Abilities of Developmental Mathematics Students

Darrin Berkley

In this paper, I will address the use of journal writing in the mathematics classroom. I have noticed in several instances that students, as well as teachers, don’t have an explanation as to why a student fails a test after the student says that he or she has studied for several hours. Many professors simply give failing grades without knowing why they are getting such poor results. These poor results occur even when the professor changes some aspects of his or her teaching style.


In most community colleges, students fail developmental math courses at a pretty high rate. But why are these students failing? The problem goes deeper than students having a poor mathematical foundation whether this foundation has been loosened as a result of a poor mathematical experience or a lapse in math courses. Having a poor mathematical foundation does play an important role in students’ failing math courses, but most likely students cannot repair the foundation at this particular point in their academic careers. 


Students do have control over their success in mathematics courses even if their mathematical foundation is poor. Some students feel that there is nothing that they can do about his or her failing grades. If a student gets one poor grade, they may feel that it was expected since they were never good in math anyway. Along with this poor grade come a variety of excuses given by the student (Sometimes, the professor validates these excuses as “legitimate”.) 


What many students do not take into consideration are those actions in which they have control. Some students simply choose not to study or not complete their homework assignments. Some students have the high-school mentality that they do not need to complete homework if the professor chooses not to collect the assignment. These students often cannot see that there is a direct correlation between completion of homework assignments and the final grade for the course. A suggestion might be to provide statistics to the students so that they can visually see this relationship. An example of this would be to display the results of the homework grades of a previous class and their corresponding homework grade. 

Students can often make more time to complete homework assignments correctly. Some students use an answer key and simply copy down the answers from the key or copy the answers from someone else. Students who perform poorly in mathematics can do something to improve their performance in mathematics. However, they must be motivated to do so. I have been fortunate to work with students who felt academically incompetent at the beginning of a course but were motivated to do their very best. Unfortunately, the majority of students I have taught in working with developmental mathematics students were capable of understanding mathematics but too lazy to apply it.


Throughout the semester, I was interested in finding out what the students thought played important roles in why they perform poorly in mathematics. Students hear often from teachers what they (the teachers) think could be reasons why they are doing poorly. Teachers are often unaware of personal issues that may play a role in poor performance. For example, if a student does not have a stable family home life, whether they can comprehend the material or not, it is often not feasible for a student to put his or her academic life as a priority over their family life. 


The journal entries given throughout the semester were only graded based off of the student’s completion of the assignment. I let them know that their opinion about a particular question has no impact on their grade. I gave 11 journal entries throughout the semester. The first journal was two pages, the next nine journals were one page each, and an extra credit journal was given that required three pages. Students were given the journals as homework assignments due the next class period. At the beginning, students do not like the idea of writing in a math class. In fact, some even despise the idea. After a while, students begin to understand that the writing assignments serve as a self-reflection of their academic performance. 


Each week focused on a specific chapter from the book Winning at Math by Paul D. Nolting (1997). Before I introduced these chapters, I wanted to get some general information about the students’ mathematical abilities. I asked the students what they would like to get out of the class. I asked about this to see if there was some mathematical concept in which they may have some interest. Some students did not want anything out of the class. It was likely that these were the students who didn’t care too much. The next question I asked was what they felt it meant to “study math.” It was very important that I found out the answer to this question from students. The answers that I got to this question were surprising. Some answers were, “Do a few problems until you understand,” “study ½ hour a day,” study only the notes given and that would be enough.” If students tell a professor that they have studied, it is important for professors to inquire how they study since these study techniques alone generally wouldn’t be recommended. Students were also asked to describe their mathematical backgrounds and experiences. These experiences play an important role as to why some students fear doing mathematics. African-American students often share that they have been told that they could not do mathematics. Some students state that their teachers really did not care how they performed and some students have stated that their parents allow them to get away with poor grades in math since the parents grades were poor in math also.


The focus for Chapter 1 was “What You Need to Know to Study Math.” The first message I gave to the students on this chapter was that math follows a sequential learning pattern. I wanted to know what this meant to the students. Most of the students understood that, for example, you are expected to know all the topics of Introductory Algebra when you enroll in an Intermediate Algebra class. Also, even if you are not given a cumulative final, you must have a pretty clear understanding of Chapter 3 to understand Chapter 4. Students should understand that math classes differ in this manner from other courses they may be taking. I also asked students why they felt mathematics was so unpopular. 
Most students stated that math was too boring. Others felt that there is too much repetition. Also, some students felt that they were not able to use their creativity. Fortunately, I am able to give students feedback and inform them that this is not the case. Students also feel that only the four basic operations are needed for the math that they will deal with in everyday life. This is one reason why I stress word problems in my classes although they tend to be very difficult for developmental math students. As a result of not knowing when they can use the math that is taught to them, students have a very poor attitude about math. Concerns from students might be, “Why am I spending my time learning something that does not apply to me?” Students that have this attitude about math try to do just what is necessary to pass the course. By finding out the interests of the students or their majors in college, I can prove to them that the mathematics that we discuss in class would be useful to them in everyday life.



The focus for Chapter 2 was “How to Discover Your Math-Learning Strengths and Weaknesses”. In this journal, I found out how students learn. Students were to choose amongst four types of learners given by Nolting in his book. These types of learners were Innovative, Analytic, Common-Sense, and Dynamic. I was aware that analytic learners are more likely to do better with my style of teaching. In trying to cover all topics in the curriculum, it is sometimes difficult to provide time for those common-sense learners who learn best using a hands-on approach. Once students are able to discover the strengths and weaknesses, they must feel they can take control of these strengths and weaknesses. Many students feel that their abilities as a math student are beyond their control. Students write about their “locus of control,” a concept that describes how much control you feel you have over both your life and your course grades (Nolting, 1997). Students completed the chart listed as Table 1. Unfortunately, most students are not given a study-skills course or training in mathematics skills or how to study mathematics. As a tutor, I have spoken with many developmental math students who have not made the transition between high school mathematics courses and college mathematics courses. From reading these profiles, it appears that the longer it has been since students have taken a math course, the more likely it will be that students will do poorly in the course. 


Chapter 3 discusses “How to Take Control and Learn Math.” When a student fails his or her first math exam that the student claims he or she has studied for a long period of time, the students loses a lot of hope. One of the questions I asked students in this journal was how they felt and reacted after they have failed a test. I share with my students how much it hurts since I have failed several math tests in the past. Students are able to relate to the problem and it is easy for me to discuss the problem with the students. It is important that the students realize that it is only one test and it isn’t the end of the world. Unfortunately, some students don’t react or change anything because it seems normal to them if they fail a test. When students fail a test, I ask them about their short-term goals when they study. If students feel that the reason that they failed a test was poor studying habits and not academic incompetence, students get a little more hope about passing the next test. I also asked in this journal how they can improve their self-esteem when these situations occur. I have gotten many unusual responses such as “going out to get drunk”, and “eating a lot of ice cream.” I want students to feel that there is something they could have done to prevent failing their tests. Students sometimes give up because they feel that there is nothing that they could do about their results. 


In chapter 4, students wrote about “How to Fit Time Into a Busy Schedule.” When taking a math course for the first time, students do not know how much time will be required for adequate success in the class; as a result, students plan other activities that they know will occur into their schedules before even sitting through a class. Some school counselors cannot effectively answer this question. So some students will take too many courses not knowing how much time is needed for the math course alone. By the time the students find out how much time is needed, it is often too late. Some students do not plan time at all. They feel as if they only need to be sure that they are in class each day. Those that do plan time for a course often forget to include things such as (1) time studying with a study group (2) reading the textbook and (3) doing extra credit or additional practice tests. Obviously, time is very important in determining success in a math course. 
Community college students must plan effectively. If not, they may decide to get behind in a math course that will lead only to disastrous results. Some students have said to me that there is just not any time to study more than 3 or 4 hours a week. To prove that these students are usually incorrect when making this statement, students are asked to create a schedule like the one listed as Table 2. Surprisingly, students sleep for very long periods of time. Others are working three jobs with children. If a professor takes the time to view a schedule like this, it will be no surprise why these students are not passing math courses. Those students that do not plan any study time may have families, so any free time they feel must go to their families. It is no easy task to tell a student how to balance time between school and family. A student’s work schedule also is a critical component. The best students can carefully balance school, work, and family. Some of my students are working too many hours to be able to take out the necessary time to complete homework assignments. It is also hard to tell a student that “fun time” must be minimized to be effective in all three arenas. Some students do not give math as much time because they feel that it is not as important as their other courses. For many developmental math students, they are taking a math course simply to fulfill a college requirement. The math course, in the minds of several students, is not nearly as important as courses that are more closely related to the major of their choice. Many students can sit down and speak with a counselor about this schedule. The students may realize after doing this schedule that they have some flexibility in the amount of time they give to the items in their schedule.


The focus for Chapter 5 was “Improving on Listening and Note-Taking Skills.”
What are effective note-taking strategies? In what class would you be given the answer to this question? I have never taught how to take good notes. Many of my students simply write down everything that I write on the board. However, sometimes students miss what I am saying because they are focused on writing down the given information. In most cases, I do want students to write down everything on the board, so I will often not talk while I am writing notes for my students. Another idea is to have the notes provided for the students so that the students spend more time listening. I asked my students a question that completely surprised them. My question was “Do you trust that I am giving you correct information in class?” This question came to me from the time I have spent as a tutor. These students sometimes tell me that they do not think that the teachers know what they are talking about. I said, Wow! These professors are generally adjunct professors with another line of work. In the majority of these cases, the professors do understand the material, but do not know how to explain it to low-achieving students. Some students are simply afraid to tell a professor that he or she is wrong. So these students may be applying incorrect information (often accidentally stated by the professor or some type of miscommunication) throughout the course. For example, a student who incorrectly uses negative numbers in an Introductory Algebra course may fail for the semester from this one mistake! Other students bring their notes to tutoring sessions seeking clarification. Once clarification is made, students feel that it is not necessary to use their textbook. In most cases, notes given by a professor serves only as a summary of the information from a particular section.
 I asked students if they felt it was necessary to read their textbook. Believe it or not, I received responses that some students did not even have textbooks! Students would use someone else’s textbook or even borrow it from the library. If the student feels he or she takes good notes, they often do not see why it would be necessary to read the textbook or purchase one. In order for students to be able to take good notes, it is also important for a student to be proactive in stating that the professor is moving too fast. When reading responses from this question, some students are afraid to say this because they feel as if they will be holding up the class. In response, I say that these students may not be with you if you do not pass, and you paid to get a quality education. Don’t allow your ego or your need to please your peers to have a negative effect on your grade. Ask for what YOU need, the worst that could happen is that you may aggravate peers that don’t really care about your needs anyway.


Chapter 6 focuses on “Improving Your Reading and Homework Techniques.” In order for students to appreciate mathematics, they must see how it applies to real-life. Sometimes, students are not given the opportunity to see these types of problems because of their difficulty. The applications of mathematics are usually seen in the form of word problems. Word problems may be problematic for developmental mathematics students because of a low ability reading level. I asked students if they have an inability to read because it may affect their ability to do word problems. Since the word problems are harder for students, I recommend at the beginning of the course that students find a study partner to help in case of an emergency, absence, or just looking at word problems from different perspectives. Some students say their schedules do not allow them to work with a study buddy. Students often forget that homework problems can be solved over the phone or e-mail (even faxing and scanning can be used). Having a study buddy can be very useful if you cannot complete an entire assignment due to not understanding one small concept.


Chapter 7 focuses on “Creating a Positive Study Environment.” Students that have children especially have a hard time finding a quiet place to study. Some of the students cannot afford a good babysitter that they trust. Therefore, they have to try to study with the distractions. Other try to work through distractions such as radio, TV, friends, etc… Students do not have to have these distractions, but they choose to work with them anyway. When studying with these distractions, students are not entirely focused on the task at hand. This can be a factor as to why students may receive poor test grades. When students are facing these distractions, they may get behind completing homework assignments. It is the responsibility of the students to avoid the distractions if at all possible. In most cases, the distractions can be avoided, but some students are too lazy to take the time to find the most effective place to study,


Chapter 8 discusses “How to Remember What You Learn.” A famous line said by my students is “If you don’t use it, you lose it!” Students who have long periods between taking math classes often remember very little of what they have learned from the previous math class. Practicing a lot of math problems enhances the information into long-term memory. Unfortunately, students only store information into short-term memory. Students say that they remember the information when they go to take the test, but as soon as they see the test, they forget all of the information. These students tend to study the information right before the test so that the information is placed into their short-term memory. Students also remember information by talking to themselves. Students are able to remember more by organizing short-term memory and working memory (recalling information after it has not been used for a period of time) into meaningful information. Other ideas students have used are writing down information on note-cards and creating practice tests. Some students feel overwhelmed by trying to remember every piece of information that was covered for a particular test.  These students should become selective in determining what is and what is not important. A student can also remember information by using visual imagery, making associations (they may be unusual to help recall the information better), using mnemonic devices, and using acronyms (FOIL for example). 


The focus in Chapter 9 was “How to Reduce Test Anxiety.” Many students do not realize that test anxiety is learned. Some students feel they are born with it. Test anxiety is common amongst developmental math students because of their negative attitude towards math. Students felt that they could unlearn test anxiety by becoming more confident in their mathematical abilities. Some students become very tense when a test is placed in front of these students. The tenseness comes as a result of past experiences with math tests. These past experiences, sometimes as early as elementary school, can significantly affect a student’s ability to perform well on a test. A student may be able to overcome this sometimes through simple relaxation techniques. 
An action of students that may add to their anxiety is negative self-talk. Examples of negative self-talk include “I knew I couldn’t pass this test” or “I never was good at math anyway.” Some use a negative self-talk as an excuse to cover up their lack of studying and preparation. Students sometimes try to convince themselves that they are not able to do well on a test before seeing the test. Other students tell themselves that there is no need to try because they are going to fail the test anyway. Others just feel that they no longer have control over their grades and make a variety of excuses as to why they will fail.


The final journal that students wrote about during the semester was “How to Improve Math Test Taking Skills.” It is a shame that students do not know strategies that could save themselves several extra points. These students do not know that they should always guess on Multiple-Choice and True-False questions (provided that there is no penalty for guessing). Students also do not take into account the point value of questions. These students may spend a lot of time on a question worth one or two points. As a result,   a minimal amount of time would be remaining for questions that are worth more points. Most students also have the opportunity to review their tests after they have been completed. For some reason, some students feel that they will feel dumb if they are the last to complete a test. Another strategy that may be new to students is to do a memory data dump. This strategy is to write down as much information as you can prior to seeing the test. Using the strategy of a second data dump is to write down as much information as you can after previewing the test. Test-taking can also be improved by analyzing your tests for the following test-taking errors: (1) misread-direction errors (2) careless errors (3) concept errors (4) application errors (5) test-taking errors (6) study errors. Professors may recommend to students to redo their exam to figure out why they made the errors and what type of error was made. Students may also use the 20 test-taking strategies (Table 3) for further analysis of test-taking improvement. 


In conclusion, I would like for students, teachers, and professors to look deeper as to why students are failing mathematics. In the final journal, students are given the option to elaborate if they thought the teacher performed his or her job effectively. Students are also asked to state what they thought they could have done to improve their grades.  I have known many students to blame teachers and professors for poorly explaining mathematical concepts. Although this may be the case at times, students must take responsibility for their performance in mathematics. Just because these students have a poor mathematical background, it does not mean that they cannot be successful. Students have choices in the classes in which they enroll regardless of academic ability. Many of the students in these developmental mathematics classes are not dumb or academically incompetent. To be honest, some students are just lazy. Students do not want to take time to make changes although they are well aware of the benefits as a result of the changes. Students should not spend an entire day sleeping and then complain that there is no available time to complete assignments. Students can find out beforehand the amount of time that may be needed to do well in a particular math class or find out if they are in a class above their ability level. I challenge any student to use all of the strategies listed in this paper before saying that they are academically incompetent or unable to do mathematics. I am a big fan of hard work. I argue that hard work (and motivation) can take a student further than mere mathematical ability. If a student does do poorly, the first place the student should look is in the mirror and not to the front of the classroom.
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