why is algebra so hard

why is algebra so hard is a question that resonates with many students and adults alike. Algebra,
often perceived as a challenging branch of mathematics, can cause frustration and confusion. This
article delves into the intricacies of algebra, examining its complexities, common obstacles faced by
learners, and effective strategies to overcome these challenges. By understanding the fundamental
reasons behind the difficulties in algebra, we can pave the way for a clearer comprehension of this
vital subject. The discussion will cover the cognitive demands of algebra, the abstract nature of its
concepts, and how teaching methods can impact learning.
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Understanding the Cognitive Demands of Algebra

Algebra requires a unique set of cognitive skills that can be challenging for many students. Unlike
arithmetic, which often deals with concrete numbers and operations, algebra involves variables and
the relationships between them. This transition from concrete to abstract thinking is a significant
hurdle for many learners.

To successfully navigate algebra, students must develop several cognitive skills, including:

e Problem-Solving Skills: Algebra is fundamentally about solving problems. Students must
learn to identify what is being asked, determine the appropriate mathematical operations, and
apply them correctly.

¢ Logical Reasoning: Algebra requires logical reasoning to understand how different elements
within an equation interact. Students must follow logical steps to manipulate equations and

arrive at a solution.

e Abstract Thinking: Students must think abstractly about variables and their relationships,
moving away from the concrete numbers they may be accustomed to in earlier math courses.

These cognitive demands can lead to feelings of frustration, especially if students are not adequately



prepared or supported in developing these skills.

The Abstract Nature of Algebra

The abstract nature of algebra is one of the primary reasons why many find it difficult. Algebra
introduces symbols (like letters) that represent numbers, which can be a significant shift from the
mathematical concepts learned in primary education.

Students often struggle with the following abstract concepts:

e Variables: The use of symbols to represent numbers can be confusing. Students may not
understand how to manipulate these variables in equations.

e Functions: Understanding functions and how they define relationships between different
quantities can be complex for learners who are not familiar with the concept.

¢ Equations and Inequalities: The notion of balancing equations and understanding
inequalities adds another layer of abstraction that can be difficult to grasp.

As students encounter these abstract concepts, they may feel overwhelmed, leading to a negative
perception of algebra as a subject.

Common Misconceptions About Algebra

Misconceptions can significantly hinder a student's ability to understand algebra. Many learners
enter algebra classes with preconceived notions that can lead to confusion and frustration. Some
common misconceptions include:

e Belief that algebra is only about memorization: Many students think that success in
algebra relies solely on memorizing formulas and rules, rather than understanding underlying
concepts.

¢ Assuming that one must be "good at math" to succeed: This belief can create a mental
block, discouraging students from engaging with the material.

e Equating difficulty with inability: Students often assume that if they find algebra hard, they
are not cut out for math, which can lead to a lack of effort and disengagement.

Addressing these misconceptions is crucial for fostering a positive learning environment where
students can thrive in algebra.

The Role of Teaching Methods and Curriculum

The approach to teaching algebra can significantly impact student understanding. Traditional
teaching methods may not cater to the diverse learning styles present in a classroom. Some factors



that affect the effectiveness of algebra instruction include:

e Teaching Strategies: A reliance on rote memorization and repetitive exercises may not
engage students effectively. Interactive and problem-based learning approaches can enhance
understanding.

¢ Curriculum Design: A curriculum that lacks coherence or fails to connect algebra concepts
to real-world applications can leave students feeling disconnected and uninterested.

e Teacher Expertise: Teachers who have a deep understanding of algebra and can convey
concepts clearly and engagingly can make a significant difference in student comprehension.

Improving teaching methods and curriculum design can help alleviate some of the difficulties
students face in learning algebra.

Strategies to Overcome Algebra Challenges

While algebra can be difficult, there are several strategies that can help students improve their
understanding and performance in the subject. These strategies include:

e Practice Regularly: Consistent practice is vital in reinforcing the concepts learned. Working
on a variety of problems helps solidify understanding and builds confidence.

e Seek Help When Needed: Students should not hesitate to ask teachers or peers for help
when they encounter difficulties. Tutoring sessions can also provide personalized support.

e Utilize Technology: Many educational tools and apps are available that offer interactive ways
to learn algebra concepts. These resources can provide additional practice and explanations.

e Connect Algebra to Real Life: Understanding how algebra is used in real-world situations
can make the subject more relatable and engaging for students.

¢ Focus on Understanding: Rather than memorizing formulas, students should strive to
understand the reasoning behind concepts and procedures.

Implementing these strategies can help students overcome their challenges and build a stronger
foundation in algebra.

Conclusion

Algebra presents a unique set of challenges that can make it seem daunting to many students. By
understanding the cognitive demands, the abstract nature of the concepts, common misconceptions,
and the impact of teaching methods, we can better appreciate why algebra is often perceived as
difficult. However, with the right strategies and support, students can develop a more profound
understanding of algebra and improve their mathematical skills. Emphasizing understanding over
memorization and fostering a positive learning environment can lead to greater success in this



essential area of mathematics.

Q: Why do students struggle with algebra more than other
math subjects?

A: Students often struggle with algebra due to its abstract nature, which requires them to think in
terms of variables and relationships rather than concrete numbers. This shift can be challenging and
often leads to confusion and frustration.

Q: What are some effective ways to teach algebra to students?

A: Effective ways to teach algebra include using interactive and problem-based learning approaches,
connecting concepts to real-world applications, and providing opportunities for collaborative
learning and discussion.

Q: How can students improve their algebra skills outside the
classroom?

A: Students can improve their algebra skills by practicing regularly, utilizing online resources and
tutorials, seeking help from tutors or peers, and engaging with educational apps that provide
interactive learning experiences.

Q: Is it common for students to dislike algebra?

A: Yes, it is common for students to dislike algebra due to its perceived difficulty and the abstract
nature of its concepts. However, with proper instruction and support, many students can learn to
appreciate and excel in algebra.

Q: Can algebra skills be beneficial in everyday life?

A: Absolutely! Algebra skills are beneficial in everyday life as they help with problem-solving,
analytical thinking, and decision-making in various contexts, including budgeting, cooking, and even
planning events.

Q: How does anxiety affect a student's performance in
algebra?

A: Math anxiety can significantly affect a student's performance in algebra. Anxiety can lead to a
lack of confidence and increased stress, which may hinder a student's ability to focus and solve
problems effectively.



Q: What role does prior knowledge play in learning algebra?

A: Prior knowledge plays a crucial role in learning algebra. A solid foundation in basic arithmetic
and number sense is essential for students to grasp algebraic concepts. Gaps in prior knowledge can
lead to difficulties in understanding new material.

Q: Are there specific resources that can help with learning
algebra?

A: Yes, there are numerous resources available for learning algebra, including textbooks, online
courses, educational websites, and tutoring services that specialize in mathematics education.

Q: How important is practice in mastering algebra?

A: Practice is essential in mastering algebra. Regularly working through problems helps reinforce
concepts, develop problem-solving skills, and build confidence in applying algebraic principles.

Q: What can parents do to support their children in learning
algebra?

A: Parents can support their children by encouraging a positive attitude towards math, providing
resources for extra practice, helping with homework, and fostering an environment where asking
questions is encouraged.
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why is algebra so hard: Algebra: The Easy Way Douglas Downing, 2019-09-03 A
self-teaching guide for students, Algebra: The Easy Way provides easy-to-follow lessons with
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math—a math-world superstar unveils the hidden beauty and logic of the world and puts its power in
our hands The math we learn in school can seem like a dull set of rules, laid down by the ancients
and not to be questioned. In How Not to Be Wrong, Jordan Ellenberg shows us how terribly limiting
this view is: Math isn’t confined to abstract incidents that never occur in real life, but rather touches
everything we do—the whole world is shot through with it. Math allows us to see the hidden
structures underneath the messy and chaotic surface of our world. It’s a science of not being wrong,
hammered out by centuries of hard work and argument. Armed with the tools of mathematics, we
can see through to the true meaning of information we take for granted: How early should you get to
the airport? What does “public opinion” really represent? Why do tall parents have shorter children?
Who really won Florida in 2000? And how likely are you, really, to develop cancer? How Not to Be
Wrong presents the surprising revelations behind all of these questions and many more, using the
mathematician’s method of analyzing life and exposing the hard-won insights of the academic
community to the layman—minus the jargon. Ellenberg chases mathematical threads through a vast
range of time and space, from the everyday to the cosmic, encountering, among other things,
baseball, Reaganomics, daring lottery schemes, Voltaire, the replicability crisis in psychology, Italian
Renaissance painting, artificial languages, the development of non-Euclidean geometry, the coming
obesity apocalypse, Antonin Scalia’s views on crime and punishment, the psychology of slime molds,
what Facebook can and can’t figure out about you, and the existence of God. Ellenberg pulls from
history as well as from the latest theoretical developments to provide those not trained in math with
the knowledge they need. Math, as Ellenberg says, is “an atomic-powered prosthesis that you attach
to your common sense, vastly multiplying its reach and strength.” With the tools of mathematics in
hand, you can understand the world in a deeper, more meaningful way. How Not to Be Wrong will
show you how.

why is algebra so hard: Handbook of Research on the Psychology of Mathematics
Education, 2006-01-01 This volume is a compilation of the research produced by the International
Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education (PME) since its creation, 30 years ago. It has
been written to become an essential reference for Mathematics Education research in the coming
years. The chapters offer summaries and synthesis of the research produced by the PME Group,
presented to let the readers grasp the evolution of paradigms, questions, methodologies and most
relevant research results during the last 30 years. They also include extensive lists of references.
Beyond this, the chapters raise the main current research questions and suggest directions for
future research. The handbook is divided into five sections devoted to the main research domains of
interest to the PME Group. The first three sections summarize cognitively oriented research on
learning and teaching specific content areas, transversal areas, and based on technology rich
environments. The fourth section is devoted to the research on social, affective, cultural and
cognitive aspects of Mathematics Education. Finally, the fifth section includes two chapters
summarizing the PME research on teacher training and professional life of mathematics teachers.
The volume is the result of the effort of 30 authors and 26 reviewers. Most of them are recognized
leading PME researchers with great expertise on the topic of their chapter. This handbook shall be
of interest to both experienced researchers and doctoral students needing detailed synthesis of the
advances and future directions of research in Mathematics Education, and also to mathematics
teacher trainers who need to have a comprehensive reference as background for their courses on
Mathematics Education.

why is algebra so hard: Approaches to Algebra N. Bednarz, C. Kieran, L. Lee, 2012-12-06 In
Greek geometry, there is an arithmetic of magnitudes in which, in terms of numbers, only integers
are involved. This theory of measure is limited to exact measure. Operations on magnitudes cannot
be actually numerically calculated, except if those magnitudes are exactly measured by a certain
unit. The theory of proportions does not have access to such operations. It cannot be seen as an
arithmetic of ratios. Even if Euclidean geometry is done in a highly theoretical context, its axioms
are essentially semantic. This is contrary to Mahoney's second characteristic. This cannot be said of
the theory of proportions, which is less semantic. Only synthetic proofs are considered rigorous in



Greek geometry. Arithmetic reasoning is also synthetic, going from the known to the unknown.
Finally, analysis is an approach to geometrical problems that has some algebraic characteristics and
involves a method for solving problems that is different from the arithmetical approach. 3.
GEOMETRIC PROOFS OF ALGEBRAIC RULES Until the second half of the 19th century, Euclid's
Elements was considered a model of a mathematical theory. This may be one reason why geometry
was used by algebraists as a tool to demonstrate the accuracy of rules otherwise given as numerical
algorithms. It may also be that geometry was one way to represent general reasoning without
involving specific magnitudes. To go a bit deeper into this, here are three geometric proofs of
algebraic rules, the frrst by Al-Khwarizmi, the other two by Cardano.

why is algebra so hard: Episodes in the History of Modern Algebra (1800-1950) Jeremy J.
Gray, Karen Hunger Parshall, 2011-08-31 Algebra, as a subdiscipline of mathematics, arguably has a
history going back some 4000 years to ancient Mesopotamia. The history, however, of what is
recognized today as high school algebra is much shorter, extending back to the sixteenth century,
while the history of what practicing mathematicians call modern algebra is even shorter still. The
present volume provides a glimpse into the complicated and often convoluted history of this latter
conception of algebra by juxtaposing twelve episodes in the evolution of modern algebra from the
early nineteenth-century work of Charles Babbage on functional equations to Alexandre
Grothendieck's mid-twentieth-century metaphor of a " "rising sea" in his categorical approach to
algebraic geometry. In addition to considering the technical development of various aspects of
algebraic thought, the historians of modern algebra whose work is united in this volume explore
such themes as the changing aims and organization of the subject as well as the often complex lines
of mathematical communication within and across national boundaries. Among the specific algebraic
ideas considered are the concept of divisibility and the introduction of non-commutative algebras
into the study of number theory and the emergence of algebraic geometry in the twentieth century.
The resulting volume is essential reading for anyone interested in the history of modern
mathematics in general and modern algebra in particular. It will be of particular interest to
mathematicians and historians of mathematics.

why is algebra so hard: Breaking Barriers Brian Cafarella, 2021-06-29 The fact college
students often struggle in mathematics is not new. They exhibit a great deal of anxiety, dislike, and
overall disinterest. Quantitative data displaying abysmal student success rates are widely available
and shared. This book explores the complexity surrounding the issue of student difficulties in
community college math. Though much quantitative research focuses on the faculty experiences and
perspectives regarding methods and practices, the author puts the focus on students’ experiences.
The book presents the results of a study focused on students who struggled in mathematics. Though
their experiences varied, they all entered community college with a great deal of disgust and anxiety
toward mathematics courses and requirements. These impressions and attitudes create barriers to
success. However, all the students eventually succeeded in fulfilling their college-level mathematics
requirement. The author presents these students’ experiences prior to entering community college,
what led to both success and failure in their math courses, and the common themes leading to
success and failure. Through these student responses, the author assists readers in gaining a better
understanding of the community college student who struggles in math and how to break students’
community college math barriers to success. TABLE OF CONTENTS Preface 1. Math is a Four-Letter
Word 2. The Framework for Developmental and Introductory College-Level Math 3.The Study,
Settings, and the Participants 4. Prior Experiences in Math 5. Attempting Math and Community
College 6. Navigating the First Developmental Math Course 7. Math Pathways and Completing
Developmental Math 8. The End of the Rainbow 9 I Need More Math...Now What? 10. Lessons
Learned in the Aftermath Appendix A: Analyzing the Results and Ensuring Accuracy Appendix B:
Pre-Algebra and Introduction to Algebra Course Content Appendix C: Stand-Alone Quantway 1 and
Statway 1 Course Content Appendix D: Elementary Algebra (all half semester) Content Appendix E:
Intermediate Algebra Content Appendix F: Lead Questions for Student Participants Appendix G:
Lead Questions for the Lester Community College Faculty Index BIOGRAPHY With 21 years of



experience in mathematics education and 17 years as a community college math professor, the
author has instructed courses from developmental math through calculus. He has served as Chair of
the Developmental Math Department and Assistant Chair of the Mathematics Department at Sinclair
College, Dayton, Ohio. He received the Jon and Suanne Roueche Award for Teaching Excellence and
the Ohio Magazine Excellence in Education Award. His published research focuses on faculty
viewpoints regarding pedagogical practices as well as conceptual research concentrating on
developmental math. His article, Acceleration and Compression in Developmental Math: Faculty
Viewpoints, was awarded Article of the Year by the Journal of Developmental Education.

why is algebra so hard: California Occident , 1898

why is algebra so hard: Numbers and the World David Mumford, 2023-09-27 This book is a
collection of essays written by a distinguished mathematician with a very long and successful career
as a researcher and educator working in many areas of pure and applied mathematics. The author
writes about everything he found exciting about math, its history, and its connections with art, and
about how to explain it when so many smart people (and children) are turned off by it. The three
longest essays touch upon the foundations of mathematics, upon quantum mechanics and
Schrodinger's cat phenomena, and upon whether robots will ever have consciousness. Each of these
essays includes some unpublished material. The author also touches upon his involvement with and
feelings about issues in the larger world. The author's main goal when preparing the book was to
convey how much he loves math and its sister fields.

why is algebra so hard: Bridging the Gap Between Arithmetic & Algebra Bradley S.
Witzel, 2015-11-15 Although two federal panels have concluded that all students can learn
mathematics and most can succeed through Algebra 2, the abstractness of algebra and missing
precursor understandings may be overwhelming to many students ... and their teachers. Bridging
the Gap Between Arithmetic & Algebra responds to this need for instruction and interventions that
go beyond typical math lesson plans. Providing a review of evidence-based practices, the book is an
essential reference for mathematics teachers and special education teachers when teaching
mathematics to students who struggle with the critical concepts and skills necessary for success in
algebra. Audiences: General education (mathematics) teachers, special education teachers,
administrators, teacher educators.

why is algebra so hard: Phantom Algebra Dan Rice, 2025-09-15 Zuri and her mother settle in
Pinedale, North Carolina, to start over. For years, they’ve been on the run from Zuri’s father, a
retired boxer and full-time gangland enforcer. In Pinedale, Zuri finds a gym where she can train in
mixed martial arts to pursue her dream of becoming a champion fighter. At Pinedale High, she
discovers friends among the outcasts, academic challenges, and something unexpected...ghosts.
When Zuri encounters a tween phantom haunting the library, her life is turned upside down and
inside out as she attempts to help the spirit. This incurs the wrath of devils, living and dead. Zuri will
need her martial arts prowess, heart, and the aid of friends to protect everyone she loves.

why is algebra so hard: Mathematics in Middle and Secondary School Alexander Karp,
Nicholas Wasserman, 2014-11-01 The experience and knowledge acquired in teacher education
courses should build important fundamentals for the future teaching of mathematics. In particular,
experience in mathematical problem solving, and in planning lessons devoted to problem solving, is
an essential component of teacher preparation. This book develops a problem solving approach and
is intended to be a text used in mathematics education courses (or professional development) for
pre-service or in-service middle and secondary school teachers. It can be used both in graduate and
undergraduate courses, in accordance with the focus of teacher preparation programs. The content
of the book is suited especially for those students who are further along in their mathematics
education preparation, as the text is more involved with mathematical ideas and problem solving,
and discusses some of the intricate pedagogical considerations that arise in teaching. The text is
written not as an introduction to mathematics education (a first course), but rather as a second, or
probably, third course. The book deals both with general methodology issues in mathematics
education incorporating a problem solving approach (Chapters 1-6) and with more concrete




applications within the context of specific topics - algebra, geometry, and discrete mathematics
(Chapters 7-13). The book provides opportunities for teachers to engage in authentic mathematical
thinking. The mathematical ideas under consideration build on specific middle and secondary school
content while simultaneously pushing the teacher to consider more advanced topics, as well as
various connections across mathematical domains. The book strives to preserve the spirit of
discussion, and at times even argument, typical of collaborative work on a lesson plan. Based on the
accumulated experience of work with future and current teachers, the book assumes that students
have some background in lesson planning, and extends their thinking further. Specifically, this book
aims to provide a discussion of how a lesson plan is constructed, including the ways in which
problems are selected or invented, rather than the compilation of prepared lesson plans. This
approach reflects the authors’ view that the process of searching for an answer is often more
important than the formal result.

why is algebra so hard: High Hurdles Collection Two Lauraine Snelling, 2011-04 A 5-in-1
collection of horse-themed stories for preteen girls exploring contemporary issues and faith; from
bestselling author Lauraine Snelling.

why is algebra so hard: How the Math Gets Done Catheryne Draper, 2017-10-20 How the
Math Gets Done: Why Parents Don't Need to Worry About New vs. Old Math provides a roadmap to
understanding what the symbols for math operations (add, subtract, multiply, and divide) really
mean, what the clues are to interpret these symbols, and a kind of short story of how they evolved
over time. to decipher the enigmatic squiggles of those verbs called operations. How the Math Gets
Done: Why Parents Don't Need to Worry About New vs. Old Math compares the old and the new
methods for math procedures from a “Big Idea” perspective by organizing the information in four
sections: Definition, Organization, Relationships and Patterns, and Connections. Each section
contains three chapters that clarify the issues related to each “Big Idea” section. The Conclusion
offers parents even more hints and guidelines to help their child through this “math country” of
procedures for calculating in math.

why is algebra so hard: The Young Algebraist's Companion; Or Daniel Fenning, 1808

why is algebra so hard: Math Anxiety—How to Beat It! Brian Cafarella, 2025-06-23 How do we
conquer uncertainty, insecurity, and anxiety over college mathematics? You can do it, and this book
can help. The author provides various techniques, learning options, and pathways. Students can
overcome the barriers that thwart success in mathematics when they prepare for a positive start in
college and lay the foundation for success. Based on interviews with over 50 students, the book
develops approaches to address the struggles and success these students shared. Then the author
took these ideas and experiences and built a process for overcoming and achieving when studying
not only the mathematics many colleges and universities require as a minimum for graduation, but
more to encourage reluctant students to look forward to their mathematics courses and even learn
to embrace additional ones Success breeds interest, and interest breeds success. Math anxiety is
based on test anxiety. The book provides proven strategies for conquering test anxiety. It will help
find ways to interest students in succeeding in mathematics and assist instructors on pathways to
promote student interest, while helping them to overcome the psychological barriers they face.
Finally, the author shares how math is employed in the “real world,” examining how both STEM and
non- STEM students can employ math in their lives and careers. Ultimately, both students and
teachers of mathematics will better understand and appreciate the difficulties and how to attack
these difficulties to achieve success in college mathematics. Brian Cafarella, Ph.D. is a mathematics
professor at Sinclair Community College in Dayton, Ohio. He has taught a variety of courses ranging
from developmental math through pre- calculus. Brian is a past recipient of the Roueche Award for
teaching excellence. He is also a past recipient of the Ohio Magazine Award for excellence in
education. Brian has published in several peer- reviewed journals. His articles have focused on
implementing best practices in developmental math and various math pathways for community
college students. Additionally, Brian was the recipient of the Article of the Year Award for his article,
“Acceleration and Compression in Developmental Mathematics: Faculty Viewpoints” in the Journal




of Developmental Education.

why is algebra so hard: A Place in Time Cynthia R. Hobson, 2018-09-19 A Place in Time By:
Cynthia R. Hobson The twists and turns in A Place in Time are strung together by an unsolved crime,
romance and divine providence. It unfolds against a background of significant African American
historical events in Chicago, Illinois, and Sacramento, California. Twenty-four-year-old Gloria Rene’
Johnson, a grade school teacher, shares a home with her witty mother, Dorothy. Gloria becomes
involved in a relationship with Detective Matthew Samuels - forcing her to face personal, unresolved
issues. Twenty-two-year-old Rachael Anne Owens, a college student, lives with her family. She’s
politically active and volunteers to work with kids at her church. Like most young people, she’s
focused on the here and now. Rachael meets Gloria the weekend before Thanksgiving. When the two
women’s paths cross unexpectedly, strange thing begin to happen. Rachael must rely on Gloria and
her friends to help her out of a dilemma. Rachael’s dilemma becomes challenging and mysterious.
There is a deep spiritual connection binding Rachael and Gloria together—deeper than either of
them suspect. An underlying theme of this story is miracles can happen and love never dies.

why is algebra so hard: Those Uncles - Embrace of the Serpent Emma Linus, Y.] Frost,
2024-11-14 When Seren moves from her quiet countryside home to join her mother in the city, she
dreams of a new beginning—but reality quickly falls short of her expectations. Her new school and
unfamiliar surroundings are just the start of her challenges[][] A girl in her grade has gone missing,
and no one knows where she is. Meanwhile, her mother’s new boyfriend[]Ja man with the perfect
blend of charm, energy, and warmth—leaves Seren feeling unsettled, adding to the growing tension
between her and her mother. Forced into the tangled complexities of adulthood, Seren watches as
things take a dark turn. She’s soon caught in a high-stakes game of wits...... The cost of losing? Her
life.

why is algebra so hard: The Young Algebraist's Companion ... The Fourth Edition,
Corrected, Etc Daniel Fenning, 1772

why is algebra so hard: What's So Hard about Algebra? Michael Steele Reese, 2021 In
California community colleges, fewer than half of students who enroll in basic algebra courses finish
with a grade of C or better. Such a low success rate creates an intense demand on institutional
resources, including faculty efforts, tutorial services, classroom availability, and financial aid.
Furthermore, students who do poorly in algebra also tend to struggle in other quantitative courses.
While research suggests that child algebra learners tend to exhibit specific misconceptions, not
much is known about misconceptions held by adult algebra learners. Research does indicate,
however, that certain general learning characteristics are common among adult learners. The
present study employed a grounded theory approach to examine (1) what pedagogical factors
influence adult algebra learning, (2) whether adult algebra learners have similar misconceptions to
those held by children, and (3) how necessary it is to consider general adult learning characteristics
in developing curricula. Data were acquired through clinical interviews of adult community college
students. The only criteria for inclusion in the study were that the participant be at least 18 years of
age and currently enrolled in beginning or intermediate algebra at San Diego Mesa College.
Findings were that: (1) certain pedagogical factors influence adult algebra learning, including
instructional style and policies, course activities, learning aids, and course pacing; (2) participants
demonstrated some of the same misconceptions as those held by children when learning algebra,
including the letter as label and graph as path misconceptions, but not the expression as procedure
misconception; (3) participants indicated that they learn algebra more successfully when general
adult learning characteristics guide curriculum development, such as those specified by Knowles’
theory of andragogy, academic fossilization, metacognition, and several unanticipated adult
characteristics revealed by this study; and (4) very few significant differences emerged among
genders, ethnic groups, or age levels, supporting the generalizability of the findings. A unique
feature of this study is the open-ended form of data that were collected. Participants freely
generated categories themselves rather than answering specific, previously designed questions.
Publications from this study will benefit community college students by making faculty more aware



of difficulties encountered by adult students during the learning of algebra, thereby putting them in
a better position to develop and implement curricula and institute techniques that address such
difficulties. Another potential benefit of this study is that select students were able to anonymously
voice thoughts and opinions regarding the teaching and learning of algebra in community colleges.
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