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In this poster, we report on a study conducted at a midwestern private liberal arts university 

where researchers incorporated service-learning into a non-major mathematics course. Data 

reveal students felt more confident learning mathematical concepts because of its real-world 

application in the community. Additionally, students reported an increase in the value of 

mathematics and its importance in societal reforms.  
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Many undergraduate students experience math anxiety, which often results in their being 

unprepared (Nagy et al., 2010; Ashcraft, 2002) to pass graduation requirements for a bachelor’s 

degree (Bound, Lovenheim, & Turner, 2010). This leads to students developing negative 

attitudes toward mathematics. One strategy to combat these issues is engaging students in service 

learning, which can increase confidence (Soria & Thomas-Card, 2014; Soria, Nobbe, & Fink, 

2013; Soria, Troisi, & Stebleton, 2012). As students communicate math skills from college 

classrooms to community settings, they learn practical and applicable uses of mathematics in 

daily life. This is particularly beneficial for low-income and first-generation students who gain 

self-efficacy, persistence, and college retention (Yeh, 2010). Furthermore, Schulteis (2013) 

argues service learning is an “excellent way to enhance the extent of student learning” by helping 

students develop “greater mastery of classroom material and an increase in civic values and 

skills” (p. 582). Indeed, there are calls to train instructors to engage in learning beyond the 

classroom (National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012; 

Kielsmeier, 2010) so service learning can be a requirement of college education.  

We wanted to explore these opportunities through a non-major mathematics course at our 

midwestern private liberal arts university. The course incorporated three service learning 

activities, worth 10 percent of the course grade, by partnering with a local elementary school. 

The course was offered for one month, Monday—Friday for 3.5 hours every day. Thirty-three 

undergraduate students were enrolled in the course and participated in our study. Students 

created and revised lesson plans from the topics discussed in class and then taught the lessons to 

about 50 third graders. After each teaching session, university students wrote self-reflections on 

their experience, which were collected, analyzed, and coded as data using open coding methods 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

Three key themes emerged from this data. First, students expressed more confidence in 

mathematics communication and a better understanding of its role in society. Second, students 

found teaching through hands-on mathematical activities more applicable to the real world, 

which was different than prior experiences learning in a traditional university classroom setting. 

Third, students reflected on becoming more aware of future generations of young(er) students; 

they shared hopeful statements that these elementary children would grow up to make a 

difference in the world because of educational opportunities like this course/study. Ultimately, 

our data demonstrates that service learning opportunities can transform mathematics from 

something scary and disconnected to a more meaningful and civically engaged area of study.   
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