
Math anxiety: What is math anxiety? And how do I get rid of it? 

1. Open with a definition of math anxiety.  

Math	  anxiety	  is	  a	  form	  of	  stress	  resulting	  from	  a	  fear	  that	  one	  is	  unable	  to	  do	  
math	  regardless	  of	  skill.	  	   

Math anxiety is seen in many situations and in varying degrees. 
Give a few examples of math anxiety. 

Examples of some cases of extreme math anxiety: 

• Panic attacks during or right before exams 
• Being so stressed you can’t think 
• Avoiding math at all costs 

Examples of some cases of mild math anxiety 

• Sweaty palms 
• Nervousness before tests 
• Not comfortable answering questions in class 

 

Common causes for anxiety. 

There are 3 common causes of Math anxiety: 

a. Lack of confidence 
b. Poor math skills 
c. Emotional response to stressful situations 

 

A. To deal with a lack of confidence: 

Make sure you know the material: 

A large reason people experience math anxiety is because 
they do not feel they are ready for the exam. 

Find out what type of questions will be on the exam. If you know 
whether the exam is going to be open ended questions or 
multiple choice you'll be better prepared. 



Psychological tricks: 

• Use a special pencil on the exam and homework-practical 
learners 

• Use highlighters or flash cards when studying and picture 
the material during the exam-visual learners 

• Listen to the same music while studying and 15 minutes 
before the exam-audible learners 

 

Work with your learning style when you’re studying: 

Active/practical learners- learn by doing 

• Use physical objects (deck of cards, cereal, game pieces) 
• Do all of the problems in the book (even if they aren’t 

assigned) 
• Find a partner to study with 

 

Reflective learners-think about the problem before trying 

• Read the material before going to class 
• Break the assignment up by section(most text books will 

have the first few questions match the first few examples in 
the reading) 

• Start work early so you can have enough time to think 
through the problems 

 

Sensing learners-use proven methods you understand 

• Use real life situations (this means word problems will help 
you) 

• Intuitive learners- use unique methods and find new ways 
of doing problems 

• Don’t memorize material, make sure you understand the 
steps of what you’re doing 

• Try to solve/find the formula on your own 
• Visual-must see it to get it 



• Use colored pencils/markers or highlighters 
• Draw pictures 

 

Verbal-must hear/say it to get it 

• Use music to remember material 
• Read out loud 

 

Sequential- must use step by step instructions 

• Figure out the steps you need to do the problem 
 

Global learners- won’t fully understand a topic until they see the 
whole picture 

• Look at the whole problem; use all of the information given. 

 
B. To deal with weak Math skills: 

 

Learn How to Study Math/Read a Math Textbook 

How to read the book: 

Math text books aren’t written in common English, they’re written 
in a dialect of its own. There’s Calculus, Statistics, Algebra and 
they are all different. The only common thread is that they all 
use numbers. It’s like comparing European English with American 
English… the basics are the same, but the definitions of some of 
the words are different. Both calculus and statistics use algebra, 
but statistics and calculus are very different. 

Skim the material: 

1. Start by skimming the material, find out what’s covered in 
the section 

a. Read the intro and summary 
b. look for definitions and key formulas 
c. This is not the time you try to figure out how to do the 



problems. Skimming should take less than 10 minutes. 
2. Underline or highlight any new terms. 

a. Do NOT highlight more than 50% of the page! 
3. Read the material, and concentrate on reading and 

understanding the material. 
a. Highlight any information covered in lectures. This 

material is most likely going to be on the exam. 
b. This is the difficult part of reading a math textbook. It 

can take an hour to read one or two pages. 
4. When you hit an example try to do it. 

a. Follow along with the textbook step by step 
b. If the book skips a step make sure you know what 

went on in the missing step and write it down. 
5. Copy down any formulas on a specific page in your 

notebook. 
a. This is a great tool for exam prep. 15 minutes before 

your exam look at these formulas and make sure you 
know them. 

b. If you use the page regularly you will increase the 
flashbulb memory (you’ll most likely be able to see it in 
your head). 

6. Copy any definitions you still don’t understand and ask your 
instructor or a tutor for help explaining the term. 

a. Write the definition with the “English” translation in a 
special section of your notebook, and use this as a 
glossary. 

b. If you are hesitant about asking for help verbally use 
email! 

7. Try to answer the questions at the end of the section. If you 
get stuck: 

a. Re-read the material in the sections before and after a 
similar example. Sometimes the info will be covered 
here. 

b. Find a picture or diagram that explains the material 
c. Look for a formula Box 
d. Get verbal when reading. Some people (myself 

included) need to read the material aloud to understand 
it. 

e. Look for a similar example in your class notes 
f. Try to translate the problem into common English, or 

draw a picture. 



g. ASK FOR HELP from a classmate, friend, professor, 
tutor, etc. 

h. Google it! 
8. Review the info you’ve highlighted, copied down, and make 

sure you know it. 
  

9. What not to do: 

1. Don’t try to memorize the material 
2. Don’t be afraid to go back over material from the beginning 

of the book 
3. Don’t start with the homework! Look over the material then 

do the homework.  
 
 

C. Methods to alleviate math anxiety from stress: 

Use any relaxation technique that works for you. Offer examples. 

• Meditation 
• Draw, color, take pictures, or paint. 
• Listen to music. 
• Go to the gym. 
• Play a video game, or chat on Facebook (just don't talk 

about math). 
• Take a walk in the park. 
• Do a crossword 
• Read a book 

 

On the day of the exam: 

Don’t talk to people about the exam in the 20-30 minutes prior to 
the exam. Nervousness is contagious, don't let someone else talk 
you into being nervous. 

 
During the exam: 

• Look at all the questions then start with a problem you 
know how to do as opposed to just starting with number 1 

• If you get stuck on a problem go back to it 



• Show all work—don’t erase anything cross it out instead 
you save time by not erasing material. 

• Write down steps you normally use or memory tools to 
solve problems at the start of the exam (i.e. PEMDAS, 
SOHCAHTOA). 

• Read everything, if you don’t understand a word/phrase in 
a question ask for help 

• Check your answers with common sense and math. (if your 
answer doesn’t make common sense it may be incorrect).	  


