
common misconceptions in primary
maths
Common misconceptions in primary maths can often hinder a child's understanding
and confidence in the subject. Mathematics plays a crucial role in the early development of
a child’s cognitive abilities, problem-solving skills, and logical reasoning. However, several
misconceptions can create barriers for students, leading to confusion and frustration. In this
article, we will explore some of the most prevalent misconceptions in primary maths, the
reasons behind them, and how educators and parents can help children overcome these
hurdles.

Understanding Misconceptions in Primary Maths

Misconceptions in primary maths arise from various sources, including teaching methods,
language barriers, and innate cognitive challenges. It's essential for both teachers and
parents to recognize these misconceptions to enable effective learning.

1. Misunderstanding of Place Value

One of the fundamental concepts in primary maths is place value. Many children struggle
with understanding that the position of a digit in a number determines its value.

Example: The number 345 is not simply three hundreds, four tens, and five units. It
represents 300 + 40 + 5.

To help children grasp this concept, educators can use visual aids such as base-ten blocks
or place value charts. These tools make it easier for students to visualize the value of each
digit based on its position.

2. Confusion Between Addition and Subtraction

Another common misconception is the confusion between addition and subtraction.
Children may not fully understand that these operations are inverses of each other. For
instance, if they know that 3 + 2 = 5, they may struggle to articulate that 5 - 2 = 3.

Strategies to address this:

Use real-life examples, such as sharing candies or toys, to illustrate both1.
operations.



Encourage students to draw number lines, which can visually represent both2.
addition and subtraction.

3. Misconceptions About Multiplication and Division

Multiplication and division are often viewed as complex processes, leading to
misconceptions about their relationship. For instance, many students see multiplication
merely as repeated addition, which can limit their understanding of more complex
multiplication problems.

Key points:

Multiplication can be thought of as grouping rather than just repeated addition.1.

Division, conversely, can be understood as the process of breaking a number2.
into equal parts.

Educators can help clarify these concepts by using practical examples such as dividing a
pizza into equal slices or grouping items in a classroom.

Common Number Sense Misconceptions

Number sense is foundational in mathematics, yet several misconceptions can arise during
this learning stage.

1. Misconceptions in Fractions

Fractions can be particularly challenging for primary students. A common misconception is
thinking that a larger numerator always means a larger fraction. For example, students
may assume that 5/8 is larger than 2/3 without understanding how to compare fractions.

Strategies to teach fractions:

Use visual models such as pie charts or fraction bars to illustrate how different1.
fractions relate to each other.



Encourage students to convert fractions to decimals to help them understand2.
the concept of size better.

2. Misunderstanding of Decimals

Another prevalent misconception involves decimals. Many students struggle with the idea
that a smaller decimal point represents a smaller quantity. For example, they might believe
that 0.5 is smaller than 0.25 because they focus on the numbers rather than the decimal
place.

Teaching strategies:

Use money as a practical example, where children can see that 0.50 (50 cents)1.
is more than 0.25 (25 cents).

Incorporate games that involve comparing decimals, fostering a deeper2.
understanding through interactive learning.

Geometry Misconceptions

Geometry is another area where misconceptions can arise in primary maths education.

1. Confusion Between 2D and 3D Shapes

Students often have difficulty distinguishing between two-dimensional (2D) and three-
dimensional (3D) shapes. They may not understand that 3D shapes have depth and
volume, while 2D shapes do not.

Effective teaching methods:

Use hands-on materials to let children manipulate 3D shapes and compare them1.
to 2D shapes.

Encourage drawing and labeling both types of shapes on paper to reinforce their2.
differences.



2. Measurement Misconceptions

Measurement can be a source of confusion for students, particularly when dealing with
units. A common misconception is that larger units always mean larger measurements,
without understanding the relationship between different units.

Clarifying measurement concepts:

Teach students about conversion between units, such as inches to feet or1.
centimeters to meters.

Utilize real-life applications, such as measuring ingredients for a recipe or2.
gauging distances in sports.

Addressing Misconceptions in Primary Maths

To effectively address these misconceptions, educators and parents can adopt several
strategies:

1. Encourage a Growth Mindset

Fostering a growth mindset in children can help them approach maths with confidence.
Encourage them to see mistakes as learning opportunities rather than failures.

2. Use Visual Aids and Manipulatives

Visual aids, such as diagrams, charts, and physical objects, can significantly enhance
understanding. Manipulatives allow students to engage with mathematical concepts in a
tangible way.

3. Incorporate Technology

Utilizing educational technology can make learning more interactive and engaging. Apps



and online games can reinforce concepts while providing immediate feedback.

4. Provide Real-Life Context

Connecting maths to real-life situations helps students understand the relevance of what
they are learning. Use examples from daily life, such as shopping, cooking, or sports, to
make maths relatable.

Conclusion

In conclusion, understanding and addressing common misconceptions in primary
maths is essential for fostering a solid mathematical foundation in young learners. Through
effective teaching strategies, engaging resources, and real-life applications, educators and
parents can help children overcome these obstacles, promoting a more positive attitude
towards maths and enhancing their overall learning experience. By doing so, we can equip
the next generation with the confidence and skills they need to succeed in mathematics
and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is it true that children should memorize multiplication
tables before understanding the concept of
multiplication?
No, understanding the concept of multiplication is more important than rote memorization.
Children should first grasp the idea of grouping and repeated addition before memorizing
the tables.

Do all children learn math in the same way?
No, children have different learning styles and paces. Some may excel with visual aids,
while others might benefit from hands-on activities or verbal explanations.

Is math ability solely determined by genetics?
No, while genetics can play a role, environment, teaching quality, and a child's attitude
towards learning also significantly influence their math abilities.

Are word problems only useful for advanced math
students?
No, word problems are valuable for all students as they help develop critical thinking and



problem-solving skills, making math more relatable and applicable to real-life situations.

Do you have to be 'good at math' to teach it effectively?
No, being a good teacher is more about understanding concepts, being patient, and using
effective teaching strategies than about being a math whiz.

Is it harmful to let children use calculators in primary
math?
Not necessarily. While over-reliance on calculators can hinder basic skills, using them
appropriately can help children explore complex concepts and check their work.

Is it a misconception that math is only about numbers
and calculations?
Yes, math encompasses much more than numbers. It includes patterns, logic, problem-
solving, and reasoning, which are essential for understanding the subject holistically.
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