
In their previous mathematical studies, learners may have been used to answering a 
question immediately and gaining satisfaction from getting it correct. At AS & A Level, 
however, learners will encounter questions they cannot answer straight away. They 
may attempt to use a method and find it doesn’t work, or they may find they cannot 
progress beyond a certain step. Learning how to deal with being stuck, and to get 
unstuck, is an important part of learning mathematics. This guide gives some 
suggestions for supporting learners and helping them to develop resilience.
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Learners may not always have a source of help available e.g. in an exam. You want them to 
learn to be more independent and to persevere when faced with a challenge. If you model 
for your learners the suggestions that follow, you will help them to internalise the 
questioning so that they can apply it for themselves next time they are stuck. 
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It often pays to think carefully about the options before starting to write anything. For 
example, learners often find trigonometric proofs challenging because they can reach a 
dead end and do not know what to do. This is sometimes because they are not confident 
with using trigonometric identities or they have made a mistake with brackets. Alternatively 
it may be that there is more than one way of proving a statement and they have chosen the 
more complicated route. 
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Independent learners develop resourcefulness: they have various sources of help 
and know how to use them. If they know some practical steps to take, learners are 
less likely to panic when they get stuck.
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Becoming more resilient is desirable for learners in any sphere of life, not just academic 
study.
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