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David Bressoud

INSIGHTS 
from the MAA 

National Study of 
College Calculus

O
ver the past five years, the Math-
ematical Association of America, with 
support from the National Science 
Foundation, has explored the teaching 
of mainstream Calculus 1 at the post-

secondary level, where by mainstream we mean 
those courses that can be used as part of the pre-
requisite stream to more advanced postsecondary 
mathematics. We surveyed 213 colleges and uni-
versities, 502 instructors, and more than 14,000 
students to learn who takes Calculus 1 in college, 
why they take it, their preparation for this class, 
and their experience in this class. We also began 
to identify the characteristics of those classes that 

are most successful in encouraging students to 
continue their pursuit of mathematics. Following 
up on these surveys, teams of researchers visited 
twenty of these institutions, including community 
and technical colleges, liberal arts colleges, and 
public and private universities, to see firsthand 
what some of the best programs were doing. Here 
are some findings from this study, findings that 
should be of interest to those who are preparing 
students to succeed in college-level mathematics. 
A full account of the results of the study has been 
published in Bressoud, Mesa, and Rasmussen 
(2015); links to this report and research papers 
from the study are posted at www.maa.org/cspcc.

Students who succeed in high school calculus  
                         become discouraged and quit in college. Why?
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