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Abstract: 

Students’ attitude towards mathematics has been a factor known to influence students’ 

achievement in mathematics. The purpose of this study was to find out the students attitude 

towards mathematics at three selected secondary schools in Tabora Municipality, Tanzania. A 

questionnaire was administered to students and asked about their anxiety, confidence and 

enjoyment in mathematics. The results showed that males were more anxious compared to 

females whereas females’ confidence in their ability and enjoyment tends to match with that of 

males’. This study recommend establishment of single-sex boarding schools as they provide 

courageous environment and bring positive attitude towards learning behaviour including in 

mathematics. 
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1. Introduction: 

 

Students’ attitudes toward mathematics, learning mathematics and their implications for 

mathematics instruction have long been a common interest among mathematics educators. 

Attitude towards mathematics has been considered an important factor in influencing participation 

and success in mathematics (Manoah et al., 2011). Attitudes involve an engagement or avoidance 

aspect; hence positive attitudes toward mathematics facilitate students’ learning of the subject, 

while negative attitudes hinder students’ learning of mathematics (Durrani and Tariq, 2009). 

Students performing better in mathematics tend to hold positive attitudes toward the subject and 

feel confident in mathematics hence are likely to opt mathematics in advanced levels and tertiary 

education better (Tapia, 2004). Students enjoy mathematics class and reduce anxiety as they 

become more familiar with the instructional strategies and recognize the value of mathematics for 

job skills and personal business (Curtis, 2006). 

In Tanzania, secondary schools students have poor performance in mathematics. The 

national form four examination results for 2004, 2005 and 2006 showed 70%, 77% and 76%, 

respectively of failing students in mathematics (NAOTA, 2008). The performance of girls 

students is poor compared to boys (Masanja, 2008); similar to what is reported by Female 

Education in Mathematics and Science in Africa (FEMSA) (O'Connor, 2000). Therefore efforts 

have been taken by various countries to improve teaching and learning of mathematics in 

Tanzania including formation of Mathematical Association of Tanzania (MAT) in 1945 and 1920. 

Few studies have been carried out on attitude of students towards mathematics and performace 

(Masanja, 2002; Olatunde, 2009, Kipronoh, 2011; Nyala, 2011). However, to date the 

performance of mathematics in Tanzania is poor (Best, 2010; NECTA, 2011). This study was 

therefore performed to assessing student’s attitudes toward mathematics as a subject choice for 

their post ordinary level in secondary schools in Tabora urban district, Tanzania. The study 

attempted to assess which attitudinal variables towards mathematics by gender.  

 

2. Materials and Methods: 

The study was carried out at Tabora municipality in Tabora region located in Mid-Western 

part of Tanzania on the central plateau between latitude 4
°
-7

° 
S and longitude 31

°
 -34

°
E (Maganga, 

2011). A structured questionnaire with closed and open questions was used to gather data and 
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were administered to and completed by 43 mathematics students. Students in Form IV (ordinary 

level education) choose the subjects they wish to study in high school (advanced level education) 

and here is where the lack of students participating in mathematics becomes evident. Students 

taking mathematics as one of their major subjects in advanced level studies from Tabora boys’, 

Tabora girls’ and Kazima high schools were surveyed in this study. These participating schools 

selected by a stratified random sampling frame and include a school for boys only, girls only and 

a co-education school. Descriptive statistics was used to analyse on students’ views, perception of 

their confidence, enjoyment and anxiety in mathematics.  

 

3. Results and Discussion: 

3.1. Demographic characteristics 

Table 1 represents the demographic characteristics of students according to their gender and 

comments on previous experience in mathematics. The number of students participated were 43, 

of which about 63% were females and 37.2% were males. Majority of students aged between 18-

19 years. A large number of students (53.5%) attended classes which were over 60 students in 

their ordinary level education. About 56% of the students were having different teachers for 

mathematics each year who were mostly females (83.7%)  

 

Table 1: Demographic characteristics and comments on previous experience in mathematics (n= 

43)  

Characteristics Frequency Percentage 

Gender   

Female 27 62.8 

Male 16 37.2 

Age   

below 18 10 23.3 

18-19 31 72.1 

20 and above 2 4.7 

Number of students when in Form IV class   

< 40 6 14 

40 and 60 14 32.6 

> 60 23 53.5 

Different teachers for mathematics each year in O-Level   
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Characteristics Frequency Percentage 

Yes 19 44.2 

No 24 55.8 

Your mathematics teachers were   

Mostly male 5 11.6 

Mostly female 36 83.7 

Mostly equal female and male 2 4.7 

 

3.2. Anxiety 

Both female and males students showed to feel anxious during mathematics class with 

slightly high percentage for males than females. Overall about 56% of the students were anxious 

with mathematics. Results show that 80% of boys and 42.9% of girls’ students felt anxious in 

mathematic class. These results suggest that anxiety could be the variable which contributes to 

female students’ negative attitudes towards mathematics.  

 

Table 2: Percentage of students who felt anxious and non-anxiety in mathematics by gender (n = 

43) 

Variable 

  

Male Female Total 

Anxious Not Anxious Anxious Not Anxious Anxious Not Anxious 

Frequency 12 3 12 16 24 19 

Percentage 80 20 42.9 57.1 55.8 44.2 

 

3.3. Confidence 

The results showed that students in the three secondary schools had confidence in 

mathematics. However, 68.8% of males and 51.9% of females classified themselves as they were 

good, 25% of males and 29.6% of females as average whereas 6.3% of males and 18.5% of 

females as poor in mathematics. Though 100% students were confident in mathematics subjects, 

about half of them classify themselves as they are not good in mathematics. Kipronoh (2011) 

reported lack confidence in mathematics for secondary schools in Bureti district in Kenya. About 

81% of males agreed that boys are more confident in mathematics than females whereas 92.6% of 

females disagreed that males are more confident in mathematics than females. Despite these 
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findings showing that females saw mathematics as a less male domain subject, inferiority 

complex of girls, poor ideology, and differences in performance were reasons as to why males 

seem to be more confident compared to females. 

 

Table 3: Students confidence and their classification in mathematics (%) by gender in different 

schools 

Confidence in 

mathematics 

*
Tabora boys’ 

(n=15) 

*
Tabora girls’ 

(n=15) 

*
Kazima 

(n=13) 

Total (n=43) 

Female Male 

Confidence in mathematics 

Yes 100 100 100 100 100 

No - - - - - 

Classification in mathematics 

Very good/good 66.7 66.7 38.5 68.8 51.9 

Average 26.7 13.3 46.2 25 29.6 

Poor/very poor 6.7 20 15.4 6.3 18.5 

Boys more confidence in mathematics than girls 

Yes 80 6.7 15.4 81.3 7.4 

No 20 93.3 84.6 18.8 92.6 

*
Secondary school 

 

3.4. Enjoyment 

The results of this variable showed that the majority of high schools students enjoyed 

mathematics. The overall percentages of enjoyment for student in mathematics were 100% for 

Tabora boys’ and Tabora girls’ secondary schools and 92.3% for Kazima secondary school. 

Females (100%) expressed that they enjoyed mathematics, in contrast to 96.3% of males. About 

half of the female and 7% of males’ students agreed that boys enjoy more mathematics than 

females. The study revealed that males and females expressed similar feelings towards the 

subject. Though both males and females expressed enjoyment in studying mathematics, it was 

found that females in single-sex education school enjoyed more than females in co-education 

school. The suggested reasons for these results were that girls feel shy to ask questions during 
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mathematics class, lack of confidence, poor ideology and the tendency of girls to dislike subjects 

as they mostly classify it as difficult.  

 

Table 4: Students who felt mathematics was enjoyable (%) by school and gender 

Enjoyment in 

mathematics 

*
Tabora boys’ 

(n=15) 

*
Tabora girls’ 

(n=15) 

*
Kazima 

(n=13) 

Total (n=43) 

Female Male 

Enjoyable 100 100 92.3 100 96.3 

Non enjoyable - - 7.7 - 3.7 

Do boys enjoy more in mathematics than girls? 

Yes 46.7 13.3 7.7 50 7.4 

No 53.3 86.7 92.3 50 92.6 

*Secondary school 

 

4. Discussion: 

The results indicated that males were anxious during mathematics class compared to 

females which are consistent with the findings by Jones (2008) and Nyala (2011). Anxiety was 

the variable which contributes to students’ negative attitudes towards mathematics. Females and 

males in single sex schools expressed more confidence in learning mathematics than those in co-

education secondary school. Students in single sex education schools showed higher achievement 

and educational aspirations than their counterparts in co-education secondary school. Females’ 

and males’ students classified themselves as they are very good and good in mathematics. Our 

findings in this case are consistent with those reported by Nyala (2011) who found students in 

single-sex schools showed higher achievement in mathematics than in co-educational schools.  

Both female and male students expressed enjoyment in studying mathematics and 

considered mathematics to be a male domain. But females in single-sex school showed to enjoy 

more in mathematics class hence more positive attitudes towards studying the subject than 

females in co-education. This indicates in single sex environments the students are positive in 

discuss the subject during class sessions. This implies that a single-sex environment is more 

academically friendly for female students and they would benefit better from such an 

environment.  
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5. Conclusion: 

The findings from this study suggest that anxious, confidence and enjoyment are some of 

variables that influence students’ attitudes towards mathematics. Different learning environments 

contribute to students’ attitudes towards mathematics with single-sex schools to be more 

conducive for the achievement in mathematics than co-education schools. Here we suggest that 

when the learning environments ere modified, females and males may respond equally in terms of 

attitude towards mathematics. The results of this study suggest students’ attitudes towards 

mathematics are positive when exposed to good learning environment. However, we recommend 

encouragement and support to students from teachers and parents. Establishment of single-sex 

boarding schools should be encouraged as they may have positive attitude than day schools. 
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