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Functions are an essential component of mathematics (O’Shea, Breen, & Jaworski, 2016) 
with Pettersson (2012) categorising them as a threshold concept in mathematics. While 
formally introduced in junior secondary schools in some countries, studies have shown that 
the concept of functions is complex, with students often developing a “fragmented view of 
functions” (Best & Bikner-Ahsbahs, 2017, p. 1). This can lead to problems in the later years 
of secondary school and also at university (Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989; Zaslavsky, 1997; 
Carlson, 1998; Nitsch, 2015).  

In a large scale study of senior secondary students (n=1000), many struggled with completing 
tasks where the information was presented using function notation. In one question students 
were given f(2)=10 and f(6)=4 and asked to calculate the gradient of the straight line joining 
these two points. We were surprised by the students’ answers.   

A scan of the Australian Curriculum indicates that the words “function notation” do not 
appear anywhere, yet this is assumed knowledge at university. This has led us to wonder 
about students’ prior experiences with the function concept.  

In this round table we invite people to discuss students’ journeys through the concept of 
function, and consider the difficulties and roadblocks students can encounter in Years 11 and 
12 and at university.  
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