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The development of a strong foundation in primary mathematics is viewed as a critical outcome 
of schooling (Goos & Kaya, 2020), contributing to students’ future achievement in mathematics 
(Siegler et al., 2012). While there are many factors that may influence children’s achievement in 
mathematics, their enjoyment of mathematics and their teacher’s pedagogical decisions when 
teaching mathematics are of particular interest, due to their malleability (and opportunity for 
intervention). Whether the relative importance of these factors in predicting children’s mathematical 
thinking changes over the primary years is relatively underexplored, however. 

In this study, we examined three waves of data from the Kindergarten cohort of the Longitudinal 
Study of Australian Children. The data were collected in 2006, 2008, and 2010, when the children 
were in Stage 1, 2, and 3 respectively. In each wave, children (n = 4464) were asked about their 
enjoyment of learning mathematics, and each child’s teacher completed a measure of the child’s 
level of mathematical thinking. Teachers also reported their approach to teaching mathematics, use 
of ability groupings to teach mathematics, and teaching self-efficacy. 

Regression models predicting mathematical thinking were conducted for each Stage. Findings 
suggest that student gender was not a significant predictor of mathematical thinking in any Stage. In 
all Stages, there was a positive relationship between children’s enjoyment of mathematics and their 
mathematical thinking. Similarly, teacher self-efficacy was positively related to children’s 
mathematical thinking in all Stages. All other teacher variables differed in their relationship with 
children’s mathematical thinking across the Stages. Teachers’ frequency of use of ability groupings 
to teach mathematics was positively related to children’s mathematical thinking in Stage 1, but not 
Stage 2 or 3. Conversely, teachers’ emphasis on talking about and solving mathematical problems 
(rather than on learning rules, facts, and procedures) was positively related to children’s 
mathematical thinking in Stage 3, but not Stage 1 or 2. These findings emphasise the importance of 
children’s enjoyment of mathematics and teacher self-efficacy, while also pointing to differences in 
how teaching strategies predict mathematical thinking across the primary years, offering 
opportunities for targeted intervention strategies. 
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