
 

International Journal of Sciences: 
Basic and Applied Research 

(IJSBAR) 

 

ISSN 2307-4531 
(Print & Online) 

 
http://gssrr.org/index.php?journal=JournalOfBasicAndApplied 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

18 
 

Constraints of Students’ Mathematical Problem Solving 

and Proving Skill Competences, the Case of Four 

Preparatory Schools in Guraghe Zone 

Kassahun Tesfaye Agizewa*, Endalkachew Getachew Ushachewb, Solomon 

Shiferaw Hurisac, Dame Taye Gizawd 

a,b,cDepartment of Mathematics, College of Natural and Computational Sciences, Wolkite University, Wolkite, 

Ethiopia 

dDepartment of Psychology, College of Social Science and Humanities, Wolkite University, Wolkite, Ethiopia 
aEmail: Kassahun.tesfaye@wku.edu.et 
bEmail: endalkgeta2001@yahoo.com 

cEmail: solhny@gmail.com 
dEmail: dame.09taye@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 

The objective of this research study was to assess the constraints in the students’ mathematical problem solving 

and proving skill competences and propose solutions in order to overcome these problems (or the constraints). A 

mixed design (quantitative and qualitative designs) approach was used to collect data from the concerned 

stakeholders involved in the teaching and learning of mathematics. The study was carried out at four preparatory 

schools in four Woredas of Guraghe zone. Purposive sampling approach was used to select the sample Woredas 

and preparatory schools and simple random sampling approach was used to select sample section and sample 

students. As a result, 293 students were taken (70 students   were from Yaberus Secondary and preparatory 

school, 62 students were from Emdibir, 72 students were from Butajera and 89 students were from Abafiransua 

secondary and preparatory school). Questionnaires were administered to these students in order to collect the 

data for the study.  
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Results of the research showed that some of the constraints identified were students’ poor potential: to identify 

and use appropriate mathematical problem solving and proving strategies and mathematical keywords or 

indicators, to put connections among mathematical concepts and procedures as well as mathematical ideas with 

different real world situations, to transform givens in to solutions or required, family and society negative 

attitudes about mathematics. Moreover, teachers’ method of teaching mathematics and lack of opportunity for 

using any type of technology (computer program and software) aggravated the problem. It was found that the 

problems are multifaceted and accordingly the solutions require overall effort from all concerned stakeholders. 

Keywords: Mathematics; skill; Preparatory.       

1. Introduction  

1.1 Background of the study 

In view of growing worldwide importance of the usage of mathematics in science, technology and everyday life, 

research on problem solving skills and students’ learning and teaching in school and university have become a 

prominent topic in the recent decades. Professed that prioritization of mathematics teaching and learning in the 

bid for national development is in inevitable [10]. Mathematics is the aggregates of mathematical problem 

solving, statement proving skills and the theoretical knowledge. Problem solving is the process through which 

required solutions for a given solving as ‘’a process of moving from a given state to a goal state with no obvious 

way to progress from one state to the other state’’ (mathematical problem solving encompasses the use of 

knowledge, skills and strategies to solve problems’’ [11].‘’Problem solving is the most important component of 

mathematics’’ [12]. The ability to solve and justify problems is the ultimate goals of mathematics’’ [13]. The 

mathematical processes that support effective learning in mathematics include problem solving, reasoning and 

proving’’. The prominent and powerful tools for a person to have good competencies in solving and proving 

mathematical problems, which are marked by different investigators, are the general problem solving strategies 

and methods of mathematical proving, ability to identify key words during mathematical problem solving and 

proving, use of appropriate diagrams for mathematical problems solving and proving, use of worked examples 

for the development of problems solving and proving skills, ability to personalize and relating mathematical 

problems with real word experience, language and culture similarity in the learning of mathematics, students’ 

positive attitude towards mathematics and use of technology for mathematical problem solving and proving. The 

core study of this research is thus, to identify the existing constraints around the students and to improve 

students’ mathematical problem solving and proving skill. 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Incorporating general problem solving strategies in teaching mathematical problem solving and proving is very 

mandatory for alleviating the difficulty that students faced while they are solving and proving mathematical 

statements. Problem-solving strategies, according to [13], are what we do in our heads as we make sense of and 

solve problems.' They are our tools for simplifying problems and revealing the possible paths to solutions’. 

Developing students problem-solving abilities can be a challenging task. Building problem-solving skills 
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through the teaching of strategies requires attention to building mathematical skills and the thinking process 

[13]. One of the most commonly referenced approaches to teaching problem solving involves the use of 

keywords. This also has been described as direct translation. Students are taught to look for particular cue or 

indicator words in their word problems. The typical strategy is to search for a keyword information such as 

‘’more’’ which can sometimes mean ‘’to add’, and use this information to directly translate the problem into its 

computational form [14]. It is, of course, also easy to write story problems with key words alone, that suggest 

incorrect operations for the problems. Problems related to learning Mathematics are common Phenomenon 

among students around the world [15]. This holds true in the Ethiopian context too. As Mathematics teachers in 

secondary Schools, Preparatory schools, Colleges of Teachers Education and University, we had the opportunity 

to observe closely the overall competencies of students in mathematics problem solving and proving skills, 

which is unsatisfactory. According to the Collins English Dictionary, a constraint is something that limits or 

controls what you can do. These initiated us to do research on the problem. 

1.3 Objectives of the study 

1.3.1 General Objective of the study 

The general objective of this research was to assess the constraints in the students’ mathematical problem 

solving and proving skill competences. 

1.3.2 Specific Objective of the study 

The specific objectives of this research were: 

 • To assess existing problem in relation to the teaching and learning of Mathematics. 

• To identify the major reasons for students' inability to solve mathematical problems. 

• To identify the major reasons for students' inability to prove mathematical statements. 

 • To indicate solutions for the identified problems. 

2. Materials and Methods of the study 

In this chapter, the study presents: the basic research questions, the research design and Methodology of the 

study. Methodology of the study presents the following: study population, sampling techniques, sample size 

selection, tools of data collection, procedures of data collection and techniques of data analysis. 

2.1 Basic Research Questions 

This study was intended to answer the following basic research questions: 

a. What were the basic problems that exist in the teaching and learning of preparatory schools    
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mathematics? 

b. What were the major reasons for the students’ inability to solve mathematical problems? 

c. What were the major reasons for the students’ inability to prove mathematical statements? 

d. What actions to be taken for the problems to be identified based on the finding? 

2.2 Research Design 

To investigate the constraints in the students' competencies of mathematical problem solving and proving skills, 

it was preferable to use different data collection strategies. That is different designs and instruments 

(triangulation of instruments). The more we use different designs and instruments, the more our data will be 

deep, reliable and valid. If you generate a finding by a qualitative method, perhaps you can check it by using a 

quantitative data collection method, [16]. In this research study, the researchers used mixed designs of 

quantitative and qualitative designs.  

2.3 Methodology of the study 

2.3.1 Study population 

The study population was Preparatory schools students in Guraghe Zone, SNNPR, Ethiopia. 

2.3.2 Sampling Techniques 

1. Sampling is defined as: 

• the act, process, or technique of selecting a suitable sample; or 

• Specifically:  the act, process, or technique of selecting a representative part of a population 

for the purpose of determining parameters or characteristics of the whole population or 

• A small part selected as a sample for inspection or analysis ask a sampling of people which 

candidate they favor the introduction or promotion of a product by distributing trial 

packages of it. 

In this research study the researchers had used two types of sampling techniques. These were purposive 

sampling technique and simple random sampling technique. The researchers used purposive sampling technique 

for selection of the sample preparatory schools and sample Woredas and Simple Random sampling technique 

for selection of the sample students and sample section. The reasons why the researchers used the two sampling 

Techniques are seen below: Purposive sampling (also known as judgment, selective or subjective sampling) is a 

sampling technique in which researchers rely on his or her own judgment when choosing members of 

population to participate in the study. Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling method and it occurs 

when “elements selected for the sample are chosen by the judgment of the researchers. Researchers often 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sample
http://research-methodology.net/sampling/non-probability-sampling/


International Journal of Sciences: Basic and Applied Research (IJSBAR) (2018) Volume 40, No  2, pp 18-29 

22 
 

believe that they can obtain a representative sample by using a sound judgment, which will result in saving time 

and money”. And 

A simple random sampling is a subset of a statistical population in which each member of the subset has an 

equal probability of being chosen. 

2.3.3 Sample Size Selection 

This research study was planned to be studied on the entire population of all preparatory schools in Guraghe 

Zone. But, it was difficult to do this and therefore it is a must to settle a sample. According to [17], sample was a 

portion of elements taken from a population that is considered to be representative of the population. Taking this 

in to consideration, among the thirteen Woredas in Guraghe Zone four (4) of them were selected by the method 

of purposive sampling for the study. These were Abafiransua secondary and preparatory school, Yaberus 

secondary and preparatory school, Butajira secondary and preparatory school and Emdibir secondary and 

preparatory school. In order to collect data from the selected secondary and preparatory schools, questionnaire 

was used for social and natural sciences students. As this size of population is large, selecting sample from the 

total population was necessary.  

Using yemane’s sample size determination formula for determining the sample size of this study: 

𝑛𝑛 = 𝑁𝑁
1+𝑁𝑁𝑒𝑒2

, Where N refers the total population and in 95% confidence level, e refers the error.    

𝑛𝑛 = 1100
1+1100∗(0.05)2

= 293.3333333333333. 

Thus, using simple random probability sampling method 293 students were selected as sample students for the 

study. This is supported by [18] cites, “sample sizes larger than 30 and less than 500 are appropriate for most 

research.”       

2.3.4 Tools of data collection 

In this research study the tool that was used to collect data was Questionnaire for those sample students to assess 

students’ background about using important and relevant inputs for solving and proving mathematical problems. 

General Information concerning about students experience in solving and proving different type of mathematical 

problems in the classroom, the researchers included students and mathematics teachers as a source of data to 

build constructively the study.  A written questionnaire (self-administered questionnaire) is data collection tool 

in which written questions are presented that are to be answered by the respondents in written form [19]. So, the 

researchers designed questionnaires/ Likert Scale for the sample students to obtain the right information. The 

main reason why the researchers used questionnaire/Likert Scale was that the researchers believe that the 

questionnaire/Likert Scale enables students to explain their lived-in-it experiences about the study. 

2.4 procedures of Data Collection and Techniques of Data Analysis 
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In this research study in the process of data collection, series of steps were taken. The first step in this process 

was simply administering those questionnaires for the sample students to gather right information about 

students’ mathematics background, students’ mathematical feeling, and students’ family support for developing 

important mathematics skills etc. This was planned to collect relevant information about their teaching or 

instructional approach and students’ general experiences in mathematics learning.  To analyze the data generally 

statistical method of data analysis (SPSS) was used.  In the data analysis three procedures have been put in to 

considerations. The first procedure was organizing the collected data based on each items of the questionnaires. 

The second procedure was presenting the data using different SPSS options. The third procedure was analyzing 

and discussing data collected from students’ questionnaires. 

3.  Result and Discussions of the study 

In this research study 293 students were included from four preparatory schools selected randomly from Gurage 

zone. i.e. 70 students   were from Yaberus preparatory school, 62 students were from Emdibir preparatory 

school, 72 students were from Butajera preparatory school and 89 students were from Abafiransua preparatory 

school. For data analysis SPSS software was used.  

Descriptive analysis  

Note that:  

SA= strongly agree, A= agree, U = undecided, D = disagree, SD = strongly disagree 

Statement on attitude and self-confidence versus student’s response 

 

Figure 3.1: Bar char 
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Result of descriptive analysis from figure 3.1 indicates that students in Yaberus preparatory school have no 

attitude problem towards mathematics subject. 

Statement on attitude and self-confidence versus student’s response 

 

Figure 3.2: Bar char 

The result in the Figure 3.2  indicates that there is problem of attitude towards mathematics subjects that is 

wrong assumption which assume that mathematics subject is very difficult by its nature.  

Statement on attitude and self-confidence versus student’s response 

 

Figure 3.3: Bar chart 
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The above results from Figure 3.3 indicate that there is problem of attitude towards mathematics subject in 

Butajera preparatory School relative to Yaberus and Emdibir preparatory Schools. This means students assume 

that mathematics subject is very difficult and its lessons are boring. 

Statement on attitude and self-confidence versus student’s response 

 

Figure 3.4: Bar chart 

The result of analyses from Figure 3.4 indicate that attitude towards mathematics subject is not big problem in 

Abafiransua school. 

Teaching Resources * Frequency of Teaching resource used 

 

Figure 3.5: Bar chart 

The result of analysis in the Bar chart in the figure 3.5 indicate that in Yaberus School except text book 
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materials like colored chalk, rulers, compasses, charts, diagrams, models, projectors, calculators and computers 

are not frequently used. This indicates that in this school only text book is frequently used for learning and 

teaching process. 

 

Figure 3.6: Bar chart; Teaching Resources * Frequency of Teaching resource used 

The result of analysis  from figure 3.6 show that materials such as colored chalk, text books and diagrams are 

frequently used in Emdibir school. The result also indicate that teaching materials like computer, calculator, 

projector models are never used but rulers, compasses and charts are materials that are not frequently used. 

 

Figure 3.7: Bar chart; Teaching Resources * Frequency of Teaching resource used 
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Both result of analysis in the figure 3.7(frequency) indicate that materials like models and projectors are not 

frequently in Butajera preparatory school used but others materials in this school are frequently used. 

 

Figure 3.8: Bar chart; Teaching Resources * Frequency of Teaching resource used 

The result of the analysis from Bar chart in figure 3.8 shows that there is shortage of materials like computers 

projectors, rulers and compasses in Abafiransua Preparatory School but Text book and Diagrams are frequently 

used materials in this school. 

4. Conclusion 

The main objective of this study was to assess the constraints in the students’ mathematical problem solving and 

proving skill competences. The study was based on the primary data collected from four preparatory schools i.e. 

Abafiransua, Yaberus, Emdibir and Butajera preparatory schools. 

Based on the result analysis in the chapter 4, this study concludes that a class interaction of students is not a big 

problem on the students’ mathematical problem solving and proving skill competences. 

This study conclude that there is shortage of materials like computer, projectors, compasses, charts, and models 

in the schools but there is no shortage of text book based on the data. 

This study also conclude that there is attitude problem towards mathematics subject in some school that is the 

wrong assumption that mathematics is very difficult and its lessons are boring by its nature.  

From the result we can conclude that student’s parent provides mathematics materials and encouragement for 

their students that improve students’ mathematical problem solving and proving skill competences. 

This study also conclude that students’ ability, skill and experience towards solving and proving mathematical 
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problems is not a big problem based on the result of the study. 

Acknowledgements 

This research study result was made possible through the funding of Wolkite University, Research and 

Community Service Directorate, Wolkite, Ethiopia. We are particularly grateful to Wolkite University, Research 

and Community Service Directorate, Research Directorate, Natural and Computational Sciences Research, 

Community Service and University-Industry Linkage Coordinator, for allowing, continuous support and funding 

us to undertake the research and for accepting the findings of the research.  

We would also like to express appreciation to Mr. Abu, Department of Statistics, College of Natural and 

Computational Sciences, Wolkite University, for carrying out all the analysis task of the research.   

 References  

[1] Alper, L., Fendel, D., Fraser, S., and Resek, D. (1995). Is this a mathematics class? The Mathematics 

Teacher, 8, 632-638. 

[2] Anand, P. G., and Ross, S. M. (1987). Using Computer-assisted instruction to personalize arithmetic 

materials for elementary school children. Journal of Educational Psychology, 79, 72-78. Research, 

70, 181-215; 

[3] Babbitt, B. C. (1993). Hypermedia: making the mathematics connection. Intervention in School and 

Clinic, 28, 294-301. 

[4] Carne, D., Jones, E. D., and Dixon, R. (1994). Mathematics: Educational Tools for diverse. 

[5] Fleischner, J. E., Nuzum, M. B., and Marzola, E. S. (1987). Divising an Instructional program to teach 

arithmetic problem-solving skills to students with learning disabilities. Journal of Learning 

Disabilities, 20, 214-217. 

[6] Miller, S. P., Butler, F. M., and Lee, K. (1998), Validated practices for teaching mathematics to students 

with learning disabilities: A review of literature. Focus on Exceptional Children, 31 (1), 1-24. 

[7] Miller, S. P., and Mercer, C. D. (1997). Educational aspects of mathematics disabilities. In D. P. Rivera 

(Ed), Mathematics education for students with learning disabilities: Theory to practice (pp. 81-96). 

Austin. TX: PRO-ED. 

[8] Parmar, R. S., Cawley, J. R., and Frazita, R. R. (1996). Word problem solving by students with and 

without math disabilities. Exceptional Children, 62, 415-429. 

[9] Pellegrino, J. W., and Goldman, S. R. (1987). Information processing and elementary mathematics. 

Journal of Learning Disabilities, 20, 23-32. 



International Journal of Sciences: Basic and Applied Research (IJSBAR) (2018) Volume 40, No  2, pp 18-29 

29 
 

       [10] Ugbebar (2009). Mathematics teaching and Learning, 13. 

[11] Xin and jitendra (2006).   Creating optimal opportunities to learn mathematics, 21.   

       [12] Janssen (2003). Annual Report, 15. 

       [13] O’Connell (2007). Mathematics problem solving, 7, 9-13. 

       [14] Woodward (2006). Mathematical problem solving, 10. 

[15] Fenna and Shermann (1976). A classification of attitudes and beliefs towards mathematics, 17.   

       [16] Gall et al (2003). Educational Research, 8.  

       [17] Black and Champion (1976). Sample size Determination, 6. 

       [18] Rescoe (1975). Sample size Determination, 24.  

       [19] Jonson (2005). Tools of Research Data Collection, 22. 

 


