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A robust understanding of the appropriate use of algebraic variables is considered to be important for the study of math-

ematics in college, but little research has been done to relate student’s use of variables to their success in undergraduate

mathematics courses. For this study, 215 students enrolled in basic algebra, college algebra, and calculus completed

Kuchemann’s (1981) algebra test on the first day of class. This test categorized students into four levels based on their

use of variables. Subsequently, students’ levels of variable use were compared to their final course grades across levels

within each course and across the three courses. The quantitative analysis of results showed that mean course grades

generally increased with level of variable use for college algebra and calculus students. The results of this study provide

documentation about the hierarchy of college students’ uses of variables and its relationship to their performance in

mathematics courses. (Received October 04, 2004)
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