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Students’ struggles with understanding mathematics keep them from completing the courses they
need to enter their desired professions (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006; Yantz, 2013).
Teachers seeking to build conceptual understanding of mathematics in students can do so by
fostering connections between different mathematical ideas through representations of those
ideas (Mahir, 2009; Stylianou, Smith, & Kaput, 2005). Such representations may include not
only traditional standard mathematics representations, such as tables, algebraic equations, and
graphs, but also may include real-life settings with which students are personally connected. Our
research examines the impact of personalized settings versus teacher selected settings for
functions tasks in college algebra courses at the 2- and 4-year college setting. Pre- and posttest
results show greater learning gains for students completing the personal data tasks. We provide
examples of student work, discuss ways that students made connections between representations,
and suggest ideas for extending the tasks to support other mathematical discussions.
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