
Students perceive themselves as a ‘math person’ or a
‘reading person’ early on – and this can impact the
choices they make throughout their lives
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The Research Brief is a short take about interesting academic work.

The big idea

As kids progress through school, they tend to increasingly perceive themselves as either a “math
person” or a “language person,” even if they’re good at both, according to a recent study I led.

My colleagues and I were interested in why people pursue specific educational and career
trajectories – like choosing a science, technology, engineering and mathematics major vs. a non-
STEM major in college. We know that having a specific academic identity, like considering oneself a
“math person,” is one of the reasons people choose a corresponding career path. My team wanted to
find out when some kids start to lean toward identifying this way.

We focused on math and language arts because they are the most common subjects in the U.S. K-
12 system; for example, the SAT has two main sections: English and math. There is also a gender
stereotype that reading is for girls and math is for boys.

My team analyzed data involving 142 independent samples across the world, featuring almost
211,000 students from 16 countries and regions. This data includes self-reported confidence and
interest in math and language arts from students in different grades.

Our research indicates an age-related change in kids’ academic identity formation.

We found that during primary school, students who reported high confidence and interest in
language arts were also likely to report high confidence and interest in math. But as students
progress though the school years, this pattern gradually changes. In high school, students who
reported high confidence and interest in language arts reported lower confidence and interest, on
average, in math, and vice versa.

In other words, students become more likely to think that they’re either a math person or a reading
person as they progress through their school years.

Why it matters

Students choose to pursue a specific career path for various reasons. One of the most common is

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/sirui-wan-1365915
https://theconversation.com/us/topics/research-brief-83231
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000340
https://siruiwan.github.io/
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000367
http://www.corestandards.org/read-the-standards/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01529.x


that they believe they are good at doing a task. Our research suggests that some students develop a
misconception that they can only be either a math or a reading person as they move from primary to
secondary school.

This misconception can have a dark side: Students might disengage from subjects that they
perceive as their relative weaknesses even when they are actually good at these subjects relative to
other students.

An example is that many students, especially girls, perform very well in math but do even better in
verbal domains. These students might view math as a relative weakness and avoid pursuing math-
related educational and career paths.

In other words, the misconception found in our study can lead some students to miss out on
educational opportunities.

What still isn’t known

Although viewing oneself as better in one domain than another likely carries costs, it may have
benefits as well. It would be useful to understand these before our team can make strong
recommendations to parents, teachers or policymakers for interventions.

Additionally, to support each student’s unique journey, parents, teachers and schools would benefit
from a stronger understanding of how students come to think that one can only be good at either
math or reading. Unfortunately, we still know little about the impact of contributing factors, such as
the school environment.

A potential contributing factor that we considered in our study is tracking, or schools dividing
students into groups by their perceived achievement. Our study found that German students tend to
believe they are good at only one of the two domains slightly earlier than U.S. students do, perhaps
because academic tracking starts earlier in Germany than in the U.S..

Studying the implications of different educational practices on students’ academic beliefs is a line
of research that my colleagues and I are currently pursuing.

Sirui Wan, Postdoctoral Research Associate, Department of Psychology, University of Wisconsin-
Madison

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read
the original article.
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