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Choice 3

Math Madness
My relationship to math is complex. Since early childhood my mother gave me math problems and I’ve got a jump start in primary school. I somewhat lagged behind in middle school and in my High School In my Advanced Algebra I’ve received a “C” first semester. Second semester though I concentrated all my effort to figure out what’s going on, and as a result of an individual effort, I not only received a “A” in that class but received a “Certificate of Achievement in Advanced Algebra”.  I confidently pursue the Precalculus. In my first semester, we were working individually, and I did very well working alone. I’ve also ended up with an A. In my second semester I’ve switched with schools and as a result ended up in a Precalculus class were they separated us in groups all the time, but during major exams. All groups consisted of 4 people and were given problems to solve during the class. Based on my previous academic record I was assigned with a strong group, consisting with a wunderkind non-Asian freshman, and 2 Asians who fit their stereotype. Any given problems that I could have solved, my group members solved it faster. For example when I was proclaiming with excitement that I’ve just solved problem number 1, my group members rolled their eyes and told that they are working on the problem number 3 now..
Subsequently I found it futile to put any effort in my work and was mostly passive, and relied primarily on group’s work. In this case I was socially loafing, that is “ exerting less effort when working with others than I would otherwise would if working alone.”  As everyone in the group received the same grade, regardless how much he contributed conditions for social loafing were ideal. Also, as Precalculus was mainly difficult for me, presence of others, while arousing me, impaired my performance. (As Social Facilitation theory would predict). 

 True in some rare instances, we got easy and “drilly” problems, and as  Social facilitation theory would predict , the fact that I was working in a group, moderately increased my performance  (presumably because it decreased my boredom, which I’d have had if not for my unrelated conversations with group members). 
As Precalculus was moderately difficult, and in some aspects easier than Advanced Algebra, I end up with a B in my second semester.

In my senior year I decided to encounter “demon” to its face, and take the dreaded Calculus. As in Precalculus, in Calculus we worked in groups. And as in Precalculus I did fairly well the first semester working in a group as the tempo was moderate and a lot of material was reviewed from my previous classed. While material was certainly not easy, and I certainly did not grasped sufficiently a good portion of it, and I doubt that the group had facilitated my performance, it probably did not impaired my performance either. I short, I’ve ended up with a “B” in the class that semester.

Second semester things got much worse, the tempo of learning increased as we were begin to prepare for the AP
 Calculus Exam. Day by day the difference between me and group increased, so that soon, while I was baffling with 1st exercise of a quiz, my group was  half-way done. Not only I never contributed anything to the group, I stopped even to  attempt to do so. My main  challenge became to copy accurately the answers, as well the way “I got” to those answers (as the teacher was grading at random a copy of the 4 submitted by the group). However I even couldn’t copy accurately, as the symbols and methodology of calculus became alien to me
. Now the group had to spend the last 5 minutes of the quiz to go through my writing to make sure that I’ve transcribed all correctly.  I became a “Supreme Parasite and Group Loafer”. So that, when we had a mock AP exam,  I couldn’t resist but to look over the shoulders of my group member (even though that was cheating as mock AP exam was to be done individually, and I never ever cheated before on exams even when given opportunities) as I couldn’t eliminate parasitic bonds formed so firmly between me and my group, imposed and endorsed by the ignorant math department of that school. Due to group work I’ve received a passing grade, but I failed miserably the AP test and never received any college credits. 

My unfortunate experience in Calculus class is well explained by both Social Loafing and Social Facilitation Theory: “The difficulty of the assignments in Calculus class, impaired my performance and increased my reliance on social loafing, which in turn sprung on that vicious circle, were the level of difficulty caused impairment, impairment caused loafing, and loafing caused more difficulty in understanding the material as the class progressed. 


On other hand I wonder, if those who were stronger in math, and for whom problems were relatively easy, facilitated from having to work in groups. How counterintuitive it might seem, educational system, aware or not aware, assigns weak students in group with strong students not to improve the performance of the earlier but the later.
� College Board’s standardized advance placement exam


� Similarly, as it would be a challenge for a student to copy right answers for a French exam if he never learn (or knows very little) French.





