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Introduction and Methods

GCSE mathematics is a high-stakes examination necessary for many university courses in England,
such as nursing or teaching degrees. In 2020 there were over 30,650 adults enrolled for the
examination, approximately 10% of the total. This research was conducted with 21 adults in Further
Education (FE) colleges, an under-researched group of learners (Gal, 2024). The research questions
were: What are the perceptions of adults enrolling for GCSE mathematics courses, in terms of their
self-efficacy and anxiety about the course content, aspects of the classroom environment, and
assessments? Are participants’ perceptions correlated with their examination results, i.e., are
participants with low anxiety and high self-efficacy more likely to pass the examinations? Finally, do
participants’ perceptions of examinations vary between mathematics and others?

This was a small-scale, mixed methods study and whilst no generalisations can be made from the
findings, the research revealed several findings which made an original contribution to understanding
the importance of the perceptions of adult learners, which indicates that a larger study is needed.
There were 21 participants in total from at least two colleges in England and two academic years.

Findings from other research can lead to beliefs that can be described as stereotypes, which can be
detrimental to progress in adults’ classrooms. For instance, in other research, older learners were
found to be more anxious than younger ones (Watts, 2011), females were more anxious than males
according to Szucs et al. (2017), and English speakers can have an advantage over those whose first
language is not English in mathematics classrooms (Woolley, 2013).

This research used a questionnaire with two attitude scales on 15 statements: one on self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997; Swan, 2006) and one on anxiety. The statements were mainly taken from the existing
Abbreviated Math Anxiety Scale (AMAS) by Hopko et al. (2003), with six additional statements,
namely a word problem, a percentage , a fraction , a statement on drawing charts and graphs, one on
asking a question in class and another on perceptions of non-mathematics examinations. Each
statement required self-efficacy and anxiety rankings, and space for (optional) comments was given.

The data analysis used thematic analysis to cluster both the ranked responses and the comments made
on each scale, using main themes, sub-themes, emergent themes, and learner characteristics, to both
enhance understanding and protect the identity of participants (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

Findings

For the main themes of self-efficacy and anxiety, it was a mixed picture, but self-efficacy was a better
marker for passes in the examinations than anxiety, because most of those with high self-efficacy, as
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judged by the median values, passed the examination (8 out of 10). However, some did not (n=2).
Some with low self-efficacy and high anxiety also passed (3 out of 9) but both of the learners who
withdrew had low self-efficacy and high anxiety (n=2). Tests and examinations were considered the
most challenging for all, with lower self-efficacy and higher anxiety rankings than course content or
classroom issues.

For the sub-themes, based on statements in the questionnaire, the word problem of ‘if it takes three
people 5 days to fit a kitchen, how long will it take two people?’ had the least self-efficacy and the
highest anxiety expressed; algebra statements came second to the word problem. Some participants
(4/21) were unable to ask a question in class, even the most able as judged by examination results.

Half of the participants made comments, which allowed for an analysis of emergent themes from the
data. The themes showed a belief in innate ability, with comments such as “Maths has always been a
failing point for me, I just can’t do it”, and “I don’t have a mind that can learn maths easily”. A
fatalistic approach to examinations also emerged with “It will be what it will be”. There was an
awareness of the negative impact of time pressure on thinking and performance, as a participant said,
“I read too much into it and panic”. The importance of a sense of community was identified by some
participants with “We are all in this together”, and “I enjoyed being with my peers”. A meta-cognitive
benefit of participation was also described: “I think that it has been quite a cathartic process for me”.

In terms of learners’ characteristics, males (n=3) were just as anxious as females (n=18). In addition,
older learners (25+) were less anxious, had greater self-efficacy, and were more likely to pass (11 out
of 17) than younger ones (one out of four participants passed). Those whose first language was not
English were more likely to pass (three out of four) than the native English speakers (10 out of 17).
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