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One of the ways to help close the mathematical gaps and remedy misconceptions, especially at the collegiate level, is to introduce the measured use of technology in the classroom.    Research is clear:  A deliberate and consistent use of graphing calculators in the classroom improves student achievement (TI, 2007; Barton; Milou, 1999).

Introduction of a calculator to the mathematics classroom can begin early, but care must be given to make sure that calculators in the hands of youngsters do not become a crutch.  Introduced too early or incorrectly, the calculator will hinder the students and cause them to become dependent on the calculator for such things as simple multiplication.  In this context, the calculator actually slows down the student and inhibits learning, rather than enhance it (Worsley School).

Nonetheless, studies show that if used properly, calculators enhance learning and improve test scores.  (TI, 2007; Quesada & Maxwell, 1994).  Indeed, in a study conducted at the University of Akron in Akron, OH, researchers found that “students who were taught precalculus using the graphing calculator had significantly higher scores than those taught by traditional methods.” (Quesada & Maxwell, 1994).

Proper use of a graphing calculator frees up valuable time.  The student spends far less time on tedious calculations.  These calculations, when done by hand, tend to be both frustrating and prone to error.  The result on a graphing calculator is a near immediate display, which can prove both satisfying and informative.  Furthermore, the students then have more time to practice and absorb critical information.

The research also shows that students gained knowledge in specific areas when using graphing calculators.  They attained better understanding of functions, better understanding of the Cartesian coordinate system, interpretation of data improved, and also significant improvement in the areas of “conceptual, problem solving, and operational skills” ensued. (TI, 2007).  Astoundingly, students who used calculators on homework performed better on end of year assessments than those students who did not use calculators on homework, even when they did not use the technology during the test. (TI, 2007).

Among the most important discoveries from the research is that when teachers introduced graphing calculators into the curriculum, the attitudes of the students toward mathematics improved.  (TI, 2007).  With improved attitudes and better student achievement, a deliberate introduction of the graphing calculator to secondary and collegiate mathematics is recommended.
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