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            As a public school student, I have received a computer or tablet to supplement my 
academics for each of the last six years. Though even as my classes become more rigorous, 
and the available time that I have to dedicate to my studies shrinks, I still haven't become 
dependent on the technology that is so highly touted in today’s education system. Somewhere 
along the long and twisted road to optimizing how kids learn, we have developed an infatuation 
with anything electronic and everything digital. We have left the outmoded system of a pen, 
paper, and a tangible connection with a teacher for an LED screen, the latest app, and an often 
inconsistent connection with the WI-FI. I could be lectured ad nauseam about the quickness and 
efficiency that accompanies technology-based learning, but I think that sometimes we 
completely abandon quality in the name of saving time, when taking the time to be thorough and 
completing a task “the old-fashioned way” is far more beneficial in the long run.  The application 
of the philosophy that learning without dependence on technology provides a better education is 
best seen in limiting the role of calculators in math instruction. 
 
            For many years there has been a heated debate over just how pervasive calculators 
should be in the classroom. In 1991 it was suggested by the National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics, that “every teacher at every level promote the use of calculators to enhance 
mathematics instruction” (Starr). That pro-calculator philosophy was mirrored in 2010 by the 
Common Core’s Standards for Mathematical practice by stating that “Calculators can promote 
the higher-order thinking and reasoning needed for problem solving” (Lynch-Davis) But while 
calculators are championed by teachers and those responsible for shaping math curricula 
around the country, only 26 percent of college instructors think that students are ready for 
higher-level math, and even worse, 89 percent of high school math teachers thought that their 
pupils were ready for those same college classes (Kakaes).  Obviously, there is far too big a 
gap between the apparent and actual readiness of American math students, and the reliance on 
calculators could easily be behind it. 
 
            There are several solid arguments as to why calculators should be severely restricted in 
higher-level math classes, but as to their use in lower grade levels, it should be obvious. The 
concept is simple: the younger the math student, the more critical it is that calculators aren’t 
included in math instruction. I can see how rote memorization of multiplication tables and adding 
four, five, or six digit numbers by hand can be tedious, and I’m not saying that if a student can 
demonstrate proficiency and skill in a concept, that they can’t move on to a new topic, but it’s 
critical that the dependence on calculators is reduced. By waiting until more advanced topics are 
broached, and then using a calculator to handle the time-consuming computations that a 
student has already shown mastery in, the calculator becomes a catalyst for mathematical 
reasoning and problem-solving, rather than a crutch that gives the user an answer without 
having an understanding of the equations or concepts that they are manipulating. As Chad 
Orzel contends, using a calculator extensively in lower-level math just to get the correct answer 
would not be doing a student any favors. When that student reaches higher levels of math, they 
will lack the necessary ability to see connections between abstract concepts that couldn't be 
found with a calculator without that understanding, so it is essential that calculators are 
restricted earlier in a student's education (Orzel). 
 



 

 

            Even in my experience with more advanced high school math courses, the calculator is 
often more of an inhibitor to my learning than a tool. I have been assigned pre-calculus 
assignments where my only task was to punch the inverse of trigonometric ratios into a 
calculator and record the decimals that it spewed out. While I understand that it is cases like that 
that require a calculator, as coming up with those ratios by hand would have been quite far-
fetched, there needs to be instruction of math concepts that both precede and accompany the 
use of calculators. Then, when I'm faced with a problem set that necessitates the use of a 
calculator, I am actually aware of what the six-digit decimals that I write down mean in the 
grander scheme of what I am supposed to be learning.  
 
 Other arguments in favor of a calculator reason that “in the real world” there is no 
restrictions on calculators, so what is wrong with letting them find the answers that we are 
seeking in school? The answer to that can be found in the origin of math itself. We as humans 
were able to look around us and conceive how the world worked and how numbers, logic, and 
mathematical ideas could be found at the root of just about anything. The first device that 
resembled the modern electronic calculator came to be only a few decades ago, while the same 
math concepts that are being taught right now have been around for thousands of years. None 
of those concepts were learned with a calculator that simply spat out numbers. The point of 
math isn’t to push buttons, but to be able to look at something and see the concept behind it, 
and make those connections that expand our understanding. The calculator could never 
replicate the associations made by the actual firing of neurons, and although in more advanced 
math topics, the calculator can open us up to a whole range of more complex operations, the 
sooner that we realize that a calculator is only as valuable as what we tell it to compute, the 
better off math education will be. 
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