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Numeracy and society 

Today’s fast-changing and developing society together with the impact of technology, calls 

for the need to have individuals who are strongly skilled in terms of literacy, numeracy and e-

literacy. These three major aspects of education contribute towards continuous and lifelong 

learning as well as successful participation in work, life and society at large. Numeracy 

represents one of the major domains in education and through numeracy learners can widen 

their access to education and to participate fully in society. This implies that numeracy needs 

to be promoted as much as literacy throughout the whole education process in order to allow 

the learners to experience learning in all areas of the curriculum and eventually participate 

successfully in life, work and the wider community.  

 

Numeracy Vs Mathematics 

The distinction between mathematics and numeracy needs to be outlined and acknowledged. 

Whilst mathematics is concerned with the understanding of mathematical concepts and 

functions, numeracy focuses on the applied mathematical skills in specific contexts. “To be 

numerate is to use mathematics effectively to meet the general demands of life at home, in 

paid work, and for participation in community and civic life.”   In an action plan document 

published by Education Queensland (Australia) it is stated that:  

Numeracy is about students having the confidence to choose and use mathematics skills 
they learn at school in everyday life, as well as the classroom…Numeracy is used in 
science class when students interpret a graph, in woodwork when they confidently 
measure a piece of wood, or in cooking when a student halves a recipe without being 
given specific instructions on what to do. 
 

One major difference between mathematics and numeracy is that mathematics represents 

content knowledge and understanding of abstract concepts, whilst numeracy emphasizes the 

active role that the learner needs to take in order to apply previously learnt skills in daily life 

situations which demand the application of mathematical skills.  

 

Numeracy as a skill for learning (across the curriculum) 
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Becoming numerate entails an active participation by the learner in the learning process and 

presents learning as a hands-on, contextualised activity linked to real-life situations, as 

opposed to traditional teaching of mathematics based on a transmission model of pedagogy 

whereby learners are passive recipients of knowledge.  In other words, to be numerate one 

needs to have “the confidence and competence in using number which will allow individuals 

to solve problems, analyse information and make informed decisions based on calculations.”  

Numeracy represents a wide range of mathematical skills which can be used in a multitude of 

contexts. Such skills include problem-solving, interpretation and analysis of data, mental 

mathematics, working with money, map skills, etc. In a sense, numeracy can be termed as 

that bridge which helps to link the mathematical knowledge acquired in school together with 

the real-life contexts where such skills need to be used. Presenting concrete experiences 

which require the application of mathematical skills becomes paramount in order to enable 

the learner to expand and deepen his/her numeracy skills. Numeracy skills are strengthened 

when learners are able to choose appropriate mathematical strategies and skills to be used in 

variety of contexts. It is, therefore, very important that numeracy skills are reinforced across 

all the curriculum areas, enabling learners to realise the relevance of numeracy in their daily 

lives.  

 

Steen explains that: 

Numeracy is not the same as mathematics, nor is it an alternative to mathematics. 
Rather, it is an equal and supporting partner in helping students learn to cope with the 
quantitative demands of modern society. Whereas mathematics is a well-established 
discipline, numeracy is necessarily interdisciplinary. Like writing, numeracy must 
permeate the curriculum. When it does, also like writing, it will enhance students’ 
understanding of all subjects and their capacity to lead informed lives. 

          (Steen, 2001:115) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Promoting numeracy  
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All teachers have a responsibility towards promoting strong numeracy skills in students. 

However, it is imperative that numeracy is not only a concern for class teachers but it should 

be promoted as a whole-school approach. This entails that numeracy has to be addressed and 

prioritised in school policies in order to become a common objective for the whole school 

community. Parents need to be also recognised as important stakeholders who have a direct 

impact on nurturing their children’s numeracy development. A key skill which needs to be 

honed throughout the years of schooling is the ability of learners to engage in mathematical 

reasoning and mathematical language. Sharing of mental mathematical strategies enables the 

learners to analyse possible solutions to problems involving mathematical skills. Promoting 

high-level mathematical thinking is therefore a major aspect of increasing competence in 

numeracy. Teachers need to provide students with frequent exposure to high level 

mathematical problems as opposed to routine procedural tasks (drilling). Students need to be 

presented with relevant and engaging activities which allow for numeracy to be explored in 

real-life contexts. Such activities represent opportunities for students to learn from other 

students by discussing alternative solutions and verbalise their thinking. Support to teachers 

in order to provide effective numeracy teaching to students, also needs to be provided 

through continued professional development sessions and initiatives whereby teachers are 

encouraged to share their good practices.  

 

Numeracy – a skill for life 

Numeracy needs to be understood in terms of providing exposure and practice in using 

mathematics in real-life contexts. Numeracy is not a subject but rather it represents an 

approach and an objective which should permeate the whole school curriculum and the wider 

school community. Strong competencies in numeracy need to be fostered and nurtured from 

the early years of schooling and throughout the whole education process. Students need to be 

able to become independent learners who are able to engage in mathematical reasoning in 

order to participate productively in work and contribute effectively in all aspects of society. 

Ultimately numeracy needs to be embraced as a valuable skill for life.  
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