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Here's an approach to math phobia that could
add up

Image 1. Michael Gallin is a math teacher at Kappa International High School in the Bronx. Here, he works on a challenging problem with his
students, hoping to alleviate some of their anxiety over math. Photo by: Kyle Spencer/The Hechinger Report

In 2015, just 1 out of 4 high school seniors were considered strong in math, studies said. To help,

teachers are trying new learning methods. One way is to help students move past their bad

emotions when solving a problem. 

Michael Gallin is a math teacher at KAPPA International High School in the Bronx. That is a

neighborhood in New York City. One day, Gallin walked through the classroom, looking for

frustrated students. 

When a student shouted, "Oh, my God. I'm so pathetic," Gallin responded, "Who's pathetic?" It

was like he was offended by what the student said to herself. 

Later, when that same student finally understood the problem, he asked her to explain how she

found the answer to a classmate. At one point, he said: "Not so scary, eh?" 
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It's hard to deal with failing over and over, Gallin and other teachers said. Bad feelings turn into

bad thoughts. Students stop believing in themselves and don't even try. "They are afraid of being

wrong," said Gallin.

Starting With The Hardest Problem

In 2016, the New York City government was working on a project. It was looking for new ways to

motivate students. People from the project went to many schools, including Gallin's. They worked

with him to figure out what his students were thinking. 

That was when Gallin noticed a trend. In homework and classwork, his students didn't actually get

hard problems wrong. They didn't even try to do them. So, in 2017, Gallin began to test some

changes. He started showing the hardest problem of the day at the beginning of class, instead of

waiting until the end. He told students they would soon know how to solve it. Then, Gallin took on

the challenging problem himself. He asked for students' help as he went along. In the meantime,

he recognized what they were feeling, calling the problem "scary."

Gallin told students it's OK to be nervous. But it was

important "to stay open" and accept challenges, he

said. Rather than praising students for getting a

problem right, he praised them for trying. "I tell them:

'I want you to fail now! Get it wrong now, and get

feedback.'" Gallin hoped students would stop avoiding

the tough problems. Then, maybe they would be more

open to picking up the math skills they needed to get

them right. 

When students did a problem, Gallin told them to

read it a few times. This way, they'd see the question

in a few different ways. He encouraged them to

picture the problem in their heads. They should test

many different ways of solving it. He told them to talk

to other students about their methods.

New Approach Is Working

The small changes paid off. After an important New

York state exam, more than half of the students who

failed it before now passed. Another 12 students came really close to passing. In 2016, only about 1

out of 3 of the school's test-takers had passed. 

It's not always easy to tell if the new approaches help students. But more teachers started doing

what Gallin did. It seems to be working. In 2014, about 8 out of 10 students at Gallin's school

graduated within four years. Last year, more than 9 out of 10 did. The school's average math scores

also went up. 

Gallin's approach has changed what some students tell themselves during a tough problem. "I

don't like math," said Genesis Hernandez. "I see these equations and graphs, and before I was like,

'Nope, I'm not doing that.' Now, I say, 'I can do this. I just need to look at it really hard.'"


