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We will prove this by the method of prolonged staring. 

– Joel Franklin



From Math Phobia to Math Philia

Hugo Fernandez, Humanities
Math used to be easy for me, or should I say easy enough. But then 
came geometry, and after a series of unfortunate events, I flunked and 
lived in fear of ever taking another math class. I was fortunate to be 
taken under the wing of Professor Bob Blitzer, who prepped me for 
entrance exams to prove that I knew enough mathematics to transfer 
from a community college to a university. Professor Blitzer showed me 
not only what to expect on the test, but also how to see the unity and 
clarity of math. I actually contemplated changing majors from photog-
raphy to mathematics. 

Now I read books about astrophysics, and numbers like Zero and 
Phi. As a photographer, I use the Pythagorean theorem to figure out the 
normal lens for any film format; and I apply the inverse square law to 
calculate film exposure when using artificial lights. Maybe someday I’ll 
go back and re-take that geometry class, just as I repeated Spanish. I’ve 
come to discover that learning higher math is like practicing a beautiful 
language that I don’t know how to speak well, or coming to understand 
a poem that at first seems incomprehensible. Through repetition and 
close attention, clarity emerges.

Naomi Schubin Greenberg, Health Sciences
It was my first semester in college and the day we got the results of our 
first math exam. I felt devastated. My score was 54. My mind was rac-
ing back toward what could have led to such a poor result. At my high 
school graduation I received an award for the highest math score. My 
report card showed 100’s in each marking period for math; well, maybe 
one 98. Had I been over confident in registering for solid analytic geom-
etry without ever having taken solid geometry or analytic geometry?

Sitting near the top of the University of Michigan’s huge amphi-
theater, I slowly gathered my courage to walk down the stairs to show 
my paper to my instructor. His positive response quieted my anxieties. 
“That’s fine. You got more than half right. Just continue what you’re 
doing and you’ll pass.” And I did. I still pursue math puzzles and buy 
math related books for leisure reading, but the moment has stayed 
with me. 
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Louis Lucca, Humanities
His name was Mr. Piccione. Nicholas Piccione. He was very tall and 
reed-thin, with an aquiline nose. He was all nose, really. Mr. Piccione, 
“Peach” to his students, was my junior-year high school Trigonometry 
teacher. He was, in fact, quite dour and far from peachy. At some point 
during that year I began to have trouble seeing the yellow chalk on the 
green blackboard. Numbers were harder to make out than letters. Mr. 
Piccione made me sit in the front row and constantly made reference to 
my inability to see the board by referring to my ‘blindness.’ He reported 
me to the Principal who, in turn, called for a meeting with me and my 
parents. From that day on, I was forced to wear glasses. Although I 
could see the board clearly, I became blind to math. I have hated glasses, 
and math of any kind, ever since. 

Deborah Nibot, Enrollment Services Center
Math represents ZEN to me, or the pathway to it. Afflicted with Math 
anxiety at my junior college experience, I released my stress by meditat-
ing, tapping into my mind and letting go of so many things. My method 
was to step to the back of the classroom, sit in position and meditate for 
20 minutes before taking the test. In the end, I earned an A on the final.

My dad was battling cancer at the time, and my inability to do math 
seems related to my inability to save him. You see, as a young man 
my father was stripped of his inheritance and pushed into poverty. An 
inner-city child of two immigrant parents, I avoided numbers, which, 
for me, represented money and the lack of it. In our family, money was 
always a negative number. Today I am in a better place, thanks to a 
“Math Anxiety Focus Group” offered by New York City College of 
Technology’s Developmental Skills department. I had been looking for 
an alternate view of math and I found it in meditation. If we can learn 
to slow down and control the mind’s reactions to what we fear, we can 
unlock our potential for accomplishment.

Roslyn Orgel, CTL
In elementary school, I saw the point of adding, subtracting, multiply-
ing and dividing, and if my answers were incorrect, I understood my 
mistakes. Algebra, though, was different. What was the meaning of all 
those X’s and Y’s, and speedboats coming from opposite directions? 
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When would the skills necessary to solve these problems be used in 
my everyday life? In junior high, I exclaimed to Ms. Fornoff, “But all 
numbers are irrational!” Until recently, I had no idea that the word 
“irrational” as applied to numbers had to do with ratios, and not absur-
dity. Twenty years later, a friend asked me “Why is it acceptable to say 
we can’t do math when few of us would admit to being illiterate?” In 
her question I recognized myself and the illogic of my math avoidance. 

Still, I did nothing to overcome my math phobia until, as co-facil-
itator of the PQL seminar, I worked closely with math faculty, many 
of whom were dismayed by the intensity of students’ math hatred and 
fear. If we didn’t always agree about pedagogy, I admired the PQL par-
ticipants’ commitment to helping students overcome their fears, and 
I came to appreciate the challenge of teaching an overly-packed cur-
riculum to reluctant learners. As math faculty discussed the beauty and 
ubiquity of math, I began to wonder: What beauty? What have I been 
missing? What can they see that I don’t see? One day, Gordon Crandall, 
a PQL co-leader and devoted reader, directed me to Mathematics and 
Democracy: The Case for Quantitative Reasoning (2001), a collection 
of articles edited by Lynn Steen. Several of the authors argue that in an 
increasingly data-driven society, it is our civic responsibility to under-
stand the numbers and statistics informed by public policy. Convinced, 
I decided it was time to come to terms with my math phobia.

On many occasions, I shared my experiences and questions with 
Michele Piso, colleague and editor of In Transit. In response, she 
described her vision of a LaGuardia-wide Math Happiness project (aka 
Math Philia!). Comparable to LaGuardia’s Common Reading program, 
Math Happiness would encourage math-challenged staff and faculty 
to take math classes together with LaGuardia students. She imagined 
a campus of faculty/student study groups and elevator conversations 
about math problems and homework struggles. If we could ask each 
other about what we were reading, why not ask students about what 
they were studying in math class? In Spring 2013 I took up the chal-
lenge and entered MAT095. By the third class, I had study-mates. We 
rode the subway home with our math notebooks open on our laps, and 
we went to the Math lab after class to get a head start on homework. 
Perhaps most importantly, we encouraged each other not to be afraid 
to ask questions in class. Reader, I passed the course. In Fall I moved 
up to MAT096, sitting in the course at night, and meeting almost every 
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weekend with my fellow student study partner. Over plenty of coffee 
and hot chocolate at an East Village cafe, we factored our polynomials, 
solved quadratic equations, and prepared for the final CUNY exam. 
Success! We both earned high final grades! Had I been alone with my 
math problems, I’m almost certain I would have given up. 

My next step is Statistics and Math in the Everyday World. As an 
active reader and former English major, I know that I am literate; my 
new hope is to be numerate. If I am successful, it will be because of my 
study partners, and, most especially, the LaGuardia math faculty who 
have welcomed me into their classes. With patience, they have shown 
me the way out of math phobia toward math happiness. Please note: 
Math Happiness is available to all. If interested, contact MH founding 
members, Michele Piso, Roslyn Orgel, and Patricia Sokolski.

Bernetta Parson, Office of Transfer Services
Math is humbling. Anything that has only one answer is humbling 
because you are either right or wrong. In math, I’m more wrong than 
right. I don’t know when my math phobia began, but certainly my 
aversion started sometime in elementary school. I got gold stars and 
certificates and praise from my teachers for my writing. I won spelling 
bees and short story contests. I was good at my timetables and fractions 
but I don’t remember being acknowledged for those abilities. I gravi-
tated toward the subjects (Language Arts in middle school, and English 
later) for which I received recognition, both personal and academic. 
In middle school, math was just something to get through, and by the 
time I entered high school, the only pleasure math offered me was in 
measuring bolts of fabrics and figuring out seam allowances. I could 
get by with very basic algebra, but beyond that, everything else was a 
blank. My brain didn’t seem to be wired for math; moreover, in class 
there was no attempt to apply math to practical situations. Where once 
there had been a tenuous connection, for example to multiplication in 
middle school or measurements in sewing class, now higher math made 
no sense at all to me. So rather than continuing to feel like an idiot, 
I simply avoided math, until the GRE. It wasn’t pretty, but having to 
battle quadratic equations and isosceles triangles helped to conquer 
some of the old fear.
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John Piper, Development Office
I was a teenage math dummy – or at least I thought I was. In my first 
year of high school, I got a grand total of 46% in algebra for the entire 
year, and in a sweltering term of summer school, I barely squeaked by. 
Consequently, I was banned from ever taking math again. My best 
friend in school scored 10% on his final: 5% for correctly getting his 
first name and another 5% for his last name. That was it. In college, I 
got minimal grades for a couple of required math courses, but stellar 
marks everywhere else.

In more recent years, I became a professor in an Ability-to-Benefit 
program, teaching college-level material to incoming high-school 
dropouts. My specialty was supposed to be language skills, but a math 
component was also included. I mentioned my lack of math expertise, 
but the retort was, “Don’t worry, we’ll send you to math class.” They 
did, and the result was an epiphany during a lecture, when in a flash 
it seemed that the entire mathematical universe made complete sense. 

I think that the key to resolving my outsider math status was real-
izing that when I flunked so badly I was only fourteen-years-old, in a 
much different time and living under totally different circumstances. 
As a mature grownup, I convinced myself that I could learn math, and 
thus remove the ban. 

Meanwhile, my friend – the one who got 10% on his final for at 
least getting his name right – had started college in his forties, think-
ing he’d major in music. He had to take the required math courses 
and found he was really good at it. It took him some time to graduate 
going at night, but he did – graduating with a degree in mathematics, 
with honors.

So, here I was, attempting to teach math to students who were, at 
times, very surly, and the results started coming in. My students were 
succeeding in numbers that raised eyebrows. Pretty soon, I became 
lead math teacher for the department, not only teaching my classes, 
but holding seminars for our faculty as well. And if there were particu-
larly difficult classes or situations I was called in to teach those, too. 
Eventually I picked up a nickname, “The Math Marine,” as in “send 
in the Marines,” the watchword when my skills were needed. I always 
prefaced my classes with my own high-school experience, however, and 
that of my friend, telling my students, “I’ve been there.”
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I am satisfied to have successfully introduced so many students 
to college, yet there is one downside: When I’m with friends in a res-
taurant, nobody bothers to fumble with their calculators to divide the 
check and figure out the tip. My friends simply turn to me because I’m 
the only one who can figure it out in my head.

Michael Rodriguez, Humanities
I clearly remember early in elementary school taking a math quiz and 
thinking how easy it was. When I got the quiz back every answer was 
wrong. I do not recall what type of logic I devised to solve the problems 
but I remember feeling very disappointed. That was the beginning of 
my self image as someone who was not especially proficient at math. 
At the same time it was already obvious that I could draw really well. 
Even in kindergarten I felt like I was the best artist in class. The identity 
of someone who excelled at art but could not do math stuck with me 
all the way through the beginning of college. Now I think it was detri-
mental that almost everyone from my parents to my teachers nurtured 
this negative image. 

In college I thought that passing or not passing my math courses 
was going to be a decisive moment in my life. That is, if I did not pass 
these courses, my college career would be over. So, I announced to 
my friends that I had to stop partying and going out on weekends, an 
uncharacteristic moment of maturity for a 21 year old in the early 80s 
in Miami, Florida. 

As I got deeper into my art studies, I began to read more philosophy 
and logic and I especially remember reading Gary Zukav’s The Danc-
ing Wu Li Masters which connects mysticism and physics in a really 
compelling way. So while I may not be able to perform the equations 
that result in string theory or the big bang theory, I really enjoy, for 
example, reading about quantum mechanics. I guess the point is that I 
sometimes regret that I did not explore mathematics on a deeper level. I 
have always felt that children are not challenged enough in all subjects, 
especially math. As the father of a six-year old girl in kindergarten, I 
am interested in figuring out how we as a family navigate her future 
math studies. My hope is that by high school age she will be teaching 
me algebra and trigonometry all over again. 




