
 

 

Primary school children’s expressed beliefs towards mathematics 

 

Previous research shows that students have a tendency to become more negative towards mathematics 

over the school years, that this ‘shift’ can be found in a number of countries and that there is a positive 

correlation between mathematical affect and achievement (Hannula, 2012). Swedish research 

supports these findings reporting that Swedish grade 2 students express more positive conceptions 

towards mathematics compared to grade 5 students (Blomqvist, Elamari, & Sumpter, 2012). 

Here I present initial findings from a pilot interview study focused on answering the following 

research question: What beliefs, including motivations and emotions, are expressed by primary 

students? Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 students, grade 2, 4 and 6 from three 

different schools. As a first step, a deductive thematic analysis was made using Schoenfeld’s (1985) 

four categories: (1) beliefs about mathematics; (2) beliefs about self; (3) beliefs about mathematics 

teaching; and, (4) beliefs about the social context. As a second step, an inductive analysis was made, 

looking for patterns within each category. Preliminary results indicate that one of the more frequently 

expressed beliefs is ‘getting the right answer’. As in Hannula (2012), a belief can be connected to 

different emotions. For example, Jessica (Y4) said “It [a problem solving task] is fun because it’s a 

bit difficult also, that way you have to think a while.” An example of the opposite, when (fear of) not 

getting the right answer causes negative emotions, could be seen in the comments of Aila (Y2). When 

describing how working with a task described as difficult made her feel, she said that: “I get a bit 

nervous. I think I’m gonna get it wrong.”  

In relation to the research question above these quotes indicate that primary students show signs of 

positive beliefs about mathematics. But they also indicate that when students present evidence of 

negative beliefs or attitudes towards mathematics their comments connect to Schoenfeld’s (1985) 

category 2 – belief about self. Which points towards a link between negative beliefs about 

mathematics and negative beliefs about self. 
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