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The following data will examine 
the problem of motivation as it re­
lates to reluctant learners, particu­
larly those elementary school children 
who have developed serious emotional 
blocks to the learning of mathematics. 
The degree of success of teachers de­
pends directly upon the degree to 
which they understand why such mo­
tivational blocks occur. The children 
discussed in this paper are for all 
intents and purposes mentally capable 
of learning, are of perfectly adequate 
intelligence, and there i.s no indica­
tion of learning disabilities of a 
"specific" nature, no sensory depriva­
tion, neurological impairment, nor any 
identifiable cerebral dysfunction. 

Motivational Blocks: Three Types 

Mathematics blocks are more fre­
quently described in terms of adjust­
ment problems than in terms of learn­
ing problems (Beilin). The difficulty 
generally stems from the affective do­
main, rather than resulting from some 
primary cognitive deficit. Numerous 
descriptors have been ascribed to 
children experiencing this type of 
blocking. They have heen described as 
anxious and defensive (Hewitt), as ag­
gressive and contentious (Lilly), and 
as social i.zed deviants (Crow). These 
sets of descriptors differentiate 
three of the more significant causes 
of prevalent mathematics blocks. 

The Anxious Defensive Child 

This child might he clssified as 
emotionally disturbed. The block ap-

pears to be psychopathological in na­
ture because he has experienced re­
peated failure in mathematics. He has 
n ot satisfied his need to successfully 
perform even simple arithmetic tasks. 
Assignments cause him to feel fear, 
nervousness, and tenseness. Anxiety 
and defensiveness increase each time a 
mathematics stimulus is introduced. 
Mathematics, although not necessarily 
the exclusive cause for his neurotic 
abreactions, seems to have become the 
recipient of the child's fixated 
fears. His mathematics block takes on 
the form of a phobic reaction (Keogh, 
Erickson, Long). 

The Aggressive Contentious Child 

The second child might be identi­
fied as having a character problem. 
This child is one who, from early 
childhood, has been spoiled, pampered, 
and overindulged. He has not been 
provided with the necessary guidelines 
for developing responsible behavior. 
Somehow he lacks that "built-in" regu­
lator of behavior most children have 
developed (Rosenberg, McCord). He has 
not successfully internalized usual 
moral and ethical precepts upheld in 
the normal family unit. Instead, 
he has come to think of himself as the 
centre of the uni verse and is impul­
sive, demanding, selfish, and ill­
tempered. He has never been encour­
aged to practice need-gratification­
delay. He is a completely self­
centred, hedonistic little outlaw, who 
spends his time and energy seeking 
after that which is pleasurable and 
avoiding that which is in the least 
way distasteful, mathematics not being 
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the least of these things. His mathe­
matics block takes on the form of con­
scious, <leU her,qte :1voidance (Szurek, 
Werry). 

The Socialized Deviant Child 

The third child is categorizer! as 
being socially disadvantaged. His 
emotional hlnck is due primarily to 
social alienation. He is the chilcl 
who comes from a hackground which 
deviates consiclerahly from the norm -
sociall y, culturally, morally, and 
ethically (Passow). His deviation 
from the norm is so marl<erl that he is 
impl:!rvious to what is being taught 
most of the time, With repetitive 
regularity, he mistnterprets and mic:;­
understands. There are just too many 
linguistic gaps, 1-!is mathematics 
block results primarily from cofllm11ni­
cation problems (White, Cheyney, Naz­
zaro, Fuchigami). 

Intervention Procedures 

I.Ji th this onJ y too brief overview 
of the three identified syndromes, 
what of a practical nature can the 
mathematics teacher rlo to allevi,qte 
these learninp; blocks and facilitate 
effective locomotion? 

The first and perhaps most impor­
tant suggestion is that any thera­
peutic approach must be implementer! 
with the child's particular learn­
ing block in mind. Thus, motivational 
remediation is differential in na­
ture. What works beautifully for 
Child A will not meet the nee<ls of 
Child �, and furthermore, what works 
so well with Child f\ will not succeerl 
with Child C, and so on. 

The Anxious Defensive Child 

With reference to the anxious de­
fensive child, what is cal led for pri­
marily is a warm, accepting, and 
trusting relationship. This child 
needs to be supported and encouraged. 
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Because of the intense fear he associ­
ates with mathematics, he finds it im­
possihle to relax to the point where 
he can understand the concepts being 
taught. The teacher's motivational 
res pons ibi li ty is to help reduce his 
anxiety level hy making him feel safe 
and sec11re. The notion that he is un­
conditionally accepted must he rein­
forced. He must nt�ver feel re­
ject eel because of his performance 
level. 

In order to break his failure ex­
pectancy, the teacher wil l guarantee 
ongoing success hy designing learning 
encounters that will encourage him to 
read and interpret problems, work 
through concrete experiences, and ex­
press mathematical concepts. He 
should be encouraged to tal k ahout his 
successes in mathematics, as well as 
many other things which might he 
troubling him. When the chil d recog­
nizes that the teacher cares, he will 
feel more free to ventil ate his feel­
ings. As negative energy is drained 
off, his negative feelings about math­
ematics can be neutral ized. With each 
success, the chil d's concept of sel f 
is enhanced. With increased sel f­
esteem and confidence, defensive reac­
tions disappear. For this type of 
mathematics hlock, the chi.Id must en­
joy an empathic relationship with the 
teacher. The more often the teacher 
can listen as the child expresses his 
suppressed frustrations, the less neg­
ative feeling wil l he left to fixate 
on mathematics. 

For therapeutic intervention to be 
successful, the teacher shoul d be sen­
sitive to the following: 

1. Allow the child to move easily 
into a relationship because he 
feels safe and wants to be there, 
rather than because the teacher 
insists upon it. 

2. Offer support and encouragement 
without praising too much. Exces-
sive praise can cause 11ndue 
stress. 



3. Encourage a bond of trust by lis­
tening effe ctively. Avoid regis­
tering shock or surprise. 

4. Move slowly and carefully. Exer­
cise patience to avoid pressuring. 

5. Feed back positive information 
making it clear that progress has 
been  made because of the child's 
initiative and success, rather 
than be cause of what the teacher 
has done. 

6. Identify the nature of the child's 
success, and point out how he can 
repeat it. 

7. Help the child to understand why 
he experienced those old blocks 
and how to deal with negative 
stimuli in the future. 
The whole therapeutic process of 

reciprocating positive locomotion for 
negative will take time. As emotional 
ove rlay is alleviated through threat 
reduction, trust and security will 
e me rge from the affective domain, and 
his mathematics blocks will have a 
better opportunity to be removed. 

The Aggressive Contentious Child 

With spe cific reference to our 
second child, an altogether different 
approach is needed. The character 
problem child refuses to participate 
in mathematics simply because it does 
not please hilT'. He becomes resistant 
and reluctant whe n he thinks there is 
nothing particularly worthwhile in it 
for him. He is accustomed to satisfy­
ing his ego needs for recogni. tion and 
power without putting forth much ef­
fort. If things don't go right for 
him, he simply walks away or attacks 
and blames. Failure is never his 
f au 1 t. He is quite capable of con­
cocting elaborate rationalizations to 
protect his own narcissistic need to 
be in a preferred position (Hoyer, 
Rosenberg, Werry). He is an impul­
sive , demanding, and impatient learn­
e r. Because he finds the going rough 
in grasping mathematical concepts, he 

feels uncomfortable. He has been 
conditioned all through his life to 
e xpect immediate need gratification. 
He has never learned to struggle, to 
persist, nor to wait for positive 
returns. 

Character problem children cannot 
tolerate any degree of discomfort, 
They cannot cope with difficulty. 
Probably one of the most accurate de­
scriptors for this type of child is 
that he is excessively hedonistic. 
He continually seeks after that which 
is se lf-aggrandizing and pleasurable, 
while avoiding anything which will in­
sult his sense of self and cause him 
pain. As a result, he has le arned how 
to beat the system and con his way out 
of tight situations. He can come up 
with hundreds of e xcuse s explaining 
why he can't cope with mathematics, 
all of which place the blame directly 
upon someone else, usually the 
teacher. 

Therapeutic method for this child 
requires the following dictates on the 
part of the teacher: 

1. Approach the child with a 
straightforward, businesslike at­
titude, firmly establishing your­
self as the authority figure. Re­
fuse to listen to his cock-and­
bull stories. 

2. Explain clearly and succinctly to 
the child exactly why he is expe ­
riencing difficulty in mathematics 
by reviewing the nature of his 
problems. 

3. Appeal to his hedonistic nature by 
complime nting excessively for work 
well done. Even for the slightest 
e ffort in mathematics, provide 
spe cial recognition, privile ge s, 
and rewards. 

4. When he decreases his diligence 
and effort, remove spe cial privi­
lege s and attention. 

5. Maintain strict, hardline expec­
tancy. The child is cle ver, and 
he needs to be chal lenged. 

7 



6. Assign the child 
with math problems. 

to help others 
The attention 

and power will reinforce the need 
to learn himself so that he can 
tutor those who will give him 
needed recognition. 

Again, working with the character 
problem child will take time and pa­
tience. However, it can be successful 
providing we remember that these chil­
dren are quite capable of learning, 
They are not suffering emotional trau­
ma, nor are they mentally deficient. 
They are usually just plain lazy and 
will put the necessary effort into im­
proving their mathematical skills only 
when they come to realize that the 
personal rewards they gain are truly 
worth the effort. 

The Socialized Deviant Child 

This child's problem stems from a 
deficiency in the communications and 
expectancy areas. Although studies 
have shown that, within the socially 
disadvantaged population, mathematics 
reasoning tops the list insofar as in­
tellectual functioning is concerned, 
the child appears most of the time to 
be uninvolved and detached. His atti­
tude is one of being uninterested. He 
seems to be peripheral to the other 
students. The simple fact is that he 
has practically nothing in common with 
his peers, nor with the teacher. His 
social distance stems from a hack­
ground so entirely different from the 
norm that it is improbable that he 
will accommodate many of the concepts 
being presented (Jones, Deutsch), Al­
so, he lacks the perseverance to fo�,s 
on any formal learning task for a pro­
longed period of time (Beilin). Other 
problems including self-discipline, 
social graces, deviant behaviors, and 
social attitudes, although quite ac­
ceptable at home, cause him to be 
seriously out of step in the regular 
classroom. 

By the time they reach pubescence, 
children from a disadvantaged home mi­
lieu are usually so limited in intel-
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lect11al skills that a reversal of 
their condition is very difficult. 
The problem with these children is not 
that they can't learn nor do not wish 
to learn, but rather is one of moti­
vating them to feel less and less re­
moved frotn the group socially, emo­
tionallv, and physically. Their spe­
cifi.c need is to he included and to 
become active participants in the 
learning process. 

Therapeutic support 
advantaged child might 
following: 

for the dis­
include the 

1. Involving the child in novel, cre­
ative, and exciting learning en­
counters so he can :-i.void the nega­
tive aversions formerly experi­
enced within formal learning envi­
ronments. 

2. Speaking the child's language so 
communication can be effective 
through common vocabulary mean­
ings, thus reducing confusion. 

3. Developing learning packages that 
do not depend upon homework. Ma­
terials should be as independently 
self-instructional as possible so 
the child can mark his own work 
and enjoy immediate feedback. 

4. Teaching through games and problem 
solving activities that are fun in 
order to maximize the child's in­
herent problem solving abilities. 

5. Employing concrete learning 
through sensory motor activities, 
introducing mathematical concepts 
deliberately through manipulation 
of materials, rather than expect­
ing high level abstract, symbolic, 
and representational conceptual­
izations. 

6. Providing for the most minimal 
cognitive stimulation to make up 
for lack of perceptual discrimina­
tion skills learned in the home. 

The secret in working with the 
disadvantaged child is in knowing the 



degree to which he lags behind the av­
erage child verbally and socially. 
Generally, if the teacher can communi­
cate with the child and involve him to 
actively participate in the group, the 
teaching act will prove successful. 
As the child becomes more and more 
sure of his environment and more and 
more understanding of what is expected 
of him, he will adjust and learn, and 
his success rate will increase signif­
icantly. 

Finally, relative to a practical 
approach for removing blocks with re­
luctant learners, what is called for 
is a differential approach. Ninety­
nine percent of the problem is re­
solved when we are successful in diag­
nosing the nature of the mathematics 
block. When we clearly understand ex­
actly what underlies the child's re­
luctance to participate, an effective 
therapeutic design can be implemented. 
With the emotionally disturbed child, 
love and support reduce defensiveness 
and permit the teacher to reach him. 
In the case of the character problem 
child, a highly structured, behavior­
istic reward approach works best. 
Concerning the disadvantaged child, 
what is called for is developing an 
effective communication system and 
making the child feel an i.ntegral part 
of the group. 

Professor Cooke teaches at the Univer­
sity of Lethbridge. His major inter­
ests lie in the fields of child guid­
ance and special education. He is a 
registered psychologist in the prov­
ince of Alberta and is actively in­
volved in consulting, advising, and 
proqrar.,r.;ing for cliildren experiencing 
a wide variety of adjustment problems. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Beilin, H. "Psychological Issues in the De­
velopment of Mathematics Curricula for So­
cially Disadvantaged Children." In Pas-

sow, A.H. Education of the Disadvantaged. 
New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. 

Boyer, L.B. Psychoanalytic Treatment of 
Characterological and Schizophrenic Dis­
orders. New York: Science House, Inc. 

Cheyney, A. B. Teaching Culturally Disadvan­
taged in the Elementary School. Columbus: 
Charles E. Merrill. 

Crow, L.D. Educating the Socially Disadvan­
taged Child. New York: David McKay. 

Deutsch, M. "The Role of Social Class in Lan­
guage Development and Cognition." In Pas­
sow, A.H. Education of the Disadvantaged. 
New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. 

Erickson, M,T, Childhood Psychopathology. 
Canada: Prentice-Hall. 

Fuchigami, R. Y. "Teacher Education for Cul-
turally Diverse Children." Exceptional 
Children (May 1980), P• 634. 

Harris, I. D. Emotional Blocks to Learning. 
New York: Free Press. 

Hewitt, F .M. The Emotionally Disturbed Child 
in the Classroom. Boston: Allyn and 
Bacon, 

Jones, R.L. Mainstreaming and the Minority 
�• Reston: CEC. 

Keogh, B.K. "Teachers' Perceptions of Educa­
tionally High Risk Children." Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 7, p. 367, 

Lilly, M.S. Children with Exceptional Needs. 
Montreal: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. 

Lonp;, N. J. Conflict in the Classroom. New 
York: Wadsworth. 

McCord, W. Psychopathy and Delinquency, New 
York: Grune and Stratton. 

Nazzaro, J.N. Culturally Diverse Exceptional 
Children in School. Reston: Clearing­
house. 

Passow, A.H. Education of the Disadvantaged, 
New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 

Rosenberg, R, "Preschool Anti-Social Chil-
dren," Journal of American Academy of 
Child Psychiatry 7, P• 421. 

Strickland, s. P. "Can Slum Children Learn?" 
American Education (July 1971). 

Szurek, S,A. The Anti-Social Child. San 
Francisco: Langley Porter Press. 

Torrance, E.P. Mental Health and Achievement. 
New York: J. Wiley. 

Werry, J.S, Psychopathological Disorders in 
Childhood, New York: Wiley Press. 

White, W,F. Tactics for Teaching the Disad­
vantaged. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

9 


	5 - 9 Mathematics and the Reluctant L,earner



