
  

Math Anxiety 
There have been numerous studies done that show people do suffer from anxiety specific to math. I am 
not going to go through the science behind those studies, but I will go through proven tips and tricks to 
help you deal with your own anxiety. 
 
 
The mind is everything. What you think you become.  

Buddha  

 

Whether you think you can or think you can’t, you’re right.  

Henry Ford 
 

 

 Thought Control 
You have to recognize when your thinking is leading you down the wrong path. Here are some 
examples of types of thoughts that can harm your progress. 

1. Overgeneralizations – Making it bigger than it is 
ex) Math teachers don’t understand what I 
 am going through. 
 

2. Black and White thinking – There are some grey  
areas! 
ex)  Either I get an “A” grade or I am a failure.  
B’s and C’s are unacceptable. 
 

3. Focusing on the negative – Oh so difficult for the natural pessimist. You need to allow 
yourself to see the progress you have made. 
ex) After receiving a 75% on a difficult exam, I notice only what I missed not what I did 
correct. 
 

4. The Clairvoyant Attitude – Seeing the future and mind reading. My favorite! If you aren’t 
a mind reader or prophet, then let this type of thinking go. 
ex) I will never be able to do math.  
ex) Other student’s will think I am stupid for asking this question. 
 

5. The land of “If Only” – Stop living in a fantasy world and be present in your current 
reality. 
ex) If only I had done better in high school. 
ex) If only math came easier to me. 
 

6. Unreasonable expectations – Many students are guilty of this one. You need to be 
realistic and flexible. 
ex) If I can’t do the homework by myself, I will never be able to pass the class. 
 

7. The Blame Game – I would say we are all guilty of this. 
ex) I had a math teacher who made me feel stupid and made me feel like I can’t do math. 

 



  

 

 Reframing 
So we address the thoughts that are possibly toxic, now  
let’s talk about how to fix them. 

1. Common negative thoughts and their reframes 
 I’m not good at math. 

Reframe: I can do some math and some  
I can’t do yet. 
 
Simply saying you aren’t good at math is not true. By being realistic and  
honest with yourself, you prevent yourself from getting overwhelmed. Also you are 
choosing to not give yourself an excuse to cop out. 
            

 I have to go to class. 
Reframe: I choose to go to class. 
 
No one is forcing you to get out of bed and come to class at gunpoint. It may feel like 
it, but the truth is you are making the choice to come to school and better your 
future. 

 
 

 

 Know yourself 
I know it sounds cheesy but the best students are the ones who are honest with themselves 
about their strengths and weaknesses. For instance, I’m not a morning person. My brain takes a 
while to get gong in the morning. I do my best thinking at night. So it became important for me 
to realize that means I was better taking classes later in the day. Night classes became some of 
my best time to think and therefore some of my favorite classes to take. 

1. Your limitations 
Examples: 

a) You learn at a slower-pace 
b) You tend to procrastinate 
c) You have a hard time remembering things 
d) You are easily stressed 
e) You have a lot going on in your life 
 

2. Your learning style 
There are three common learning styles: Visual, Audio, and Kinesthetic. 
Finding out what type of learner you are will help you study math more effectively. 
 

3. Your priorities 
If you are married and/or have children, your family might be a huge priority. If you live 
on your own, your job might be a huge priority. However, many people don’t put school 
as a major priority. If you’re in school for fun or enjoyment, then not prioritizing it makes 
sense. But for most people, having a successful career is a priority because it supports 
many of their other priorities. Sometimes you are going to have to put school first to be 



  

successful and sometimes you’ll have to put something else first. Just own up to your 
decisions based on what your priorities are. 

 

 Actions 
Let’s put some of this useful information to work! 

1. Set goals 
Take a moment and write down your goals. You may want to make two lists, long-term 
goals and short-term goals. For example a long term goal could be having a successful 
career and a short term goal could be getting a college degree (or even finish my math 
requirements.) Once you write down all of you goals, prioritize them. You may notice 
that many of them connect to each other, keep that in mind when you are prioritizing. 
 

2. Practice calming techniques 
 Practice controlled breathing – focus on your breathing not your stress 
 Talk to someone who will encourage you and avoid people who stress you out 
 Don’t allow negative thoughts to overwhelm you and stress you out – keep  

focused on realistic thoughts 
 Take a walk – enjoy your surroundings and focus your energy 
 Focus on the current task at hand – don’t allow all your other worries to bog you 

down 
 

3. Communicate 
Talking to others in order to get help can be the difference in you passing or failing a 
class. 

 Talk to your teacher – Ask questions in class or in the teacher’s office hour 
 Talk to a tutor – If you just want a little homework assistance, get some tutoring. 

If you are having a problem with a concept or missed a lecture, talk to your 
teacher. 

 Form a study group – Get together to work on homework or review for an exam 
 

4. Utilize study techniques 
Refer to the study skills section on my website and begin implementing some of the 
techniques. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Some of the above information was pulled from the book Managing the Mean Math Blues by Cheryl Ooten 


