
“Quaderni di Ricerca in Didattica (Mathematics)”, n. 21, 2011 
G.R.I.M. (Department of Mathematics and Informatics, University of Palermo, Italy) 

 

127 
 

 

A study on the comprehension of irrational numbers 
 

Michael Gr. Voskoglou 
Professor of Mathematical Sciences 

Graduate Technological Educational Institute 
Meg. Alexandrou 1, 263 34 Patras, Greece 

e-mail: voskoglou@teipat.gr ; mvosk@hol.gr 
URL: http://eclass.teipat.gr/RESE-STE101/document 

  
Dr. Georgios Kosyvas 
Varvakeio Pilot Lyceum 

Mouson & Papadiamanti, 15452 Palaio Psychico, Athens, Greece           
e-mail: gkosyvas@yahoo.com 

                       
Abstract 

 
Following a theoretical introduction concerning the difficulties that people face for  understanding the 

structure of the basic sets of numbers, we present a classroom experiment on the comprehension of the irra-
tional numbers by students that took place at the 1st Pilot High School of lower level (Gymnasium) of Athens 
and at the Graduate Technological Educational Institute of Patras, Greece. The outcomes of our experiment 
seem to validate our basic hypothesis that the main intuitive difficulty for students towards the understanding 
of irrational numbers has to do with their semiotic representations (i.e. the ways in which we describe and 
we write them down). Other conclusions include the degree of affect of age, of the width of mathematical 
knowledge, of geometric representations, etc, for the comprehension of the irrational numbers. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The empiric comprehension of numbers by children is taking place during the pre-school age and it is 

based on their practical needs to distinguish the one among many similar objects and to count these objects 
(Gelman 2003). This initial approach of the concept of number helps children in understanding the structure 
of natural numbers. For example, it supports them to ‘build” the   “principle of the next of a given number” 
and therefore to conclude the infinity of natural numbers (Hartnett & Gelman 1998). It also supports the de-
velopment of strategies for addition and subtraction based on counting (Smith et al. 2005), the comparison 
and order among the naturals, etc. The above approach is strengthened during the first two years of school 
education, where the natural numbers constitute a basic didactic target. 

The decimals and fractions are introduced later, after the second year of primary school, while the nega-
tive numbers are usually introduced at the first year of high-school. Mathematically speaking, the set Q of ra-
tional is an extension of the set N of natural numbers that could be attributed to the necessity for subtraction 
and division to be closed operations. However Q is not simply a bigger set than N, but it actually has a com-
pletely different structure. In fact, while between any two natural numbers there exist at most finitely many 
other natural numbers (i.e. N is a discrete set), between any two rational numbers there always exists an infi-
nite number of other ones (i.e.  Q is an everywhere dense set).  

It is widely known and well indicated by researchers that students face many difficulties for the compre-
hension of rational numbers (Smith et al. 2005). It seems that most of these difficulties have to do with a 
false transfer of properties of natural numbers to the set of rational numbers (Yujing & Yong-Di 2005, Vam-
vakousi & Vosniadou 2004 and 2007). For example, some students believe that “the more digits a number 
has, the bigger it is” (Moskal & Magone 2000), or that “multiplication increases, while division decreases 
numbers” (Fischbein et al. 1985). The idea of “the discrete” restricts also the understanding of the structure 
of rational numbers. In fact, many students believe that, as it happens for the natural numbers, the “principle 
of the next number” holds for the rational numbers as well (Malara 2001, Merenluoto & Lehtinen 2002). 
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Another characteristic of the rational numbers that possibly affects their understanding is that each one of 

them can be written in several ways, e.g. we can write
4

2

2

1 =  =….=0,5. In fact, novices have the general 

trend to categorize objects by their surface rather, than by their structural characteristics (e.g. Chi et al. 
1981), which for mathematics means that they have a great difficulty in understanding that different symbols 
may represent the same object (Markovitz & Sowder 1991).  As a result of this many children consider that 
the different representations of a rational number correspond to different numbers (Khoury & Zarkis 1994, 
O’Connor 2001) and, even more, that decimals and fractions are disjoint to each other subsets of Q. The 
wrong perceptions about fractions and decimals have taken roots as habits even to elderly people, who usu-

ally consider fractions as parts of a set (e.g. 
4

3
 of something), and decimals as being more similar to the 

natural numbers. 
Such misunderstandings are sometimes strengthened by certain obscurities appearing in school books and 

therefore a great care is needed by authors to avoid them For example, in page 115 of the mathematics book 
for the first class of the high-school of lower level (Gymnasium) in Greece (Vandoulakis et al. 2008) we 
read: “Rational numbers are all the already known to us numbers: natural numbers, decimals and fractions, 
together with the corresponding negative numbers”. This definition could make students to believe that all 
decimals are rational numbers, or that decimals and fractions are not related to each other rational numbers, 
etc. Notice that these wrong beliefs, when embedded, it is not so easy to be revised later.  

It has been observed that students of all levels are not in position to define correctly the notions of ra-
tional, irrational and real numbers, neither they are able to distinguish among the integers and the above 
numbers (Hart 1988, Fischbein et al. 1995). In general, the concept of the rational number remains isolated 
from the wider mathematical knowledge of real numbers (Bryan 2005, Toepliz 2007). 

 
2. Methods of constructing the real numbers 

 
In order to develop the theoretical basis of our study, it helps first to attempt a brief presentation of the 

known methods of constructing the set R of real numbers. The methods in which one can extend Q to R in-
clude: 

• The infinite decimal representation of real numbers 
• The Dedekind’s method 
• The method of Cauchy 

The first of the above methods will be discussed in the next section. 
For the second method, we recall that a Dedekind cut (or simply cut) is defined to be an ordered pair (A, 

B) of non empty subsets A and B of Q, such that A∪ B=Q, A∩ B=Φ, and ,Aa∈∀  baBb <⇒∈∀  . 
Notice that the definition of Dedekind cuts is actually an adaptation of the definition of the analogy among 

geometric magnitudes given by Eudoxus during the 4th century B. C. (Artemiadis 2000: p. p. 485-486), i.e. 
approximately 22 centuries earlier (Dedekind presented his ideas at the late 1800’s)! 

It is well known that for each Dedekind cut (A, B) there exists at most one rational q such that aq ≥ , 

Aa∈∀  and bq ≤ , ∈∀b B and this happens, if, and only if, A has a maximal, or B has a minimal element. 

In this case (A, B) is called a rational cut corresponding to the rational number q.   
However there exist Dedekind cuts not satisfying the above property. For example, if we take B={x∈Q: 

x>0, x2>2} and A=Q-B, it can be shown that (A, B) is a Dedekind cut, where A has not a maximal element 
and B has not a minimal element. This means that given x in A, there always exists y in A with y>x, and giv-
en x in B, there always exists y in B with y<x. It becomes therefore evident that, if we consider a new num-
ber, say a, such that a2=2, we can approximate it as much as we want, either from the left, or from the right, 
by rational numbers. Cuts like the above are called irrational cuts. 

When we define the rational numbers as quotients of integers, we face the problem that different quotients 

determine the same number (e. g. 
4

2

2

1 = ). There is a similar equivalence among Dedekind cuts. In fact, we 

say that (A1, B1) is equivalent to (A2, B2), if given a1 in A1 we have that a1≤ b2 for all b2 in B2, and given a2 in 
A2 we have that a2≤ b1 for all b1 in B1. 
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The sum (A1, B1) + (A2, B2) of two given cuts is defined to be the cut (A, B), such that for each b in B we 
can write b=b1+b2, with b1 in B1 and b2 in B2, while A={q∈Q:q<b,∀ b∈B}. 

A cut (A, B) is called a positive cut, if A contains at least one positive rational number. The product (A1, 
B1) x (A2, B2) of two cuts, where at least one of them is positive, is defined to be the cut (A, B), such that for 
each b in B we can write b=b1b2, with b1 in B1 and b2 in B2, while A={q∈Q: q<b, ∀ b∈B}. 

Denote by F the set of all equivalence classes of Dedekind cuts and let x, y be in F. Then, if x is the class 
of (A1, B1) and y is the class of (A2, B2), the sum x+y is defined to be the class of (A1, B1) + (A2, B2). Also, if 
at least one of x and y contains a positive cut (then is said to be a positive class), then the product x.y is de-
fined to be the class of (A1, B1) x (A2, B2). Further, if both x and y are negative then x.y is defined to be the 
product   (-x).(-y), while, if at least one of x and y is 0, then x.y is defined to be 0. It can be shown that “+” 
and “x” are well defined operations in F (i.e. independent from the choice of the representatives of the 
classes involved). 

 
Then (F, +, x) becomes a field, known as the Dedekind field (Bagett 2006: Appendix). The Dedekind field 

.is defined (up to isomorphism)1 to be the field R of real numbers. 
For the third method, we recall that a sequence (an) of rational numbers is called a Cauchy sequence, if  

∈∀e Q, e>0, ∈∃ on N: ⇒≥∀ onmn, |an-am|<e. 

In the set M of all Cauchy sequences we define addition and multiplication in the obvious way. Then M 
becomes a ring and the set I of all null sequences is an ideal of M. It can be shown that the factor ring M/I is 
a field. For each q∈Q we correspond the class of M/I where the constant sequence an=q belongs. In this way 
Q is embedded (up to isomorphism)* to M/I. The field M/I is defined to be the field R of real numbers. Ma-
thematically speaking this is a smart definition of R. Nevertheless our experience shows that many university 
students are not in position to approach in comfort the real numbers in this way, because the infinite 
processes and the concept of limit are always considered by them as sources of difficulties.   

They are also known the following two methods of constructing R without making use of Q:  
• The definition of R as the set of all equivalence classes of almost linear functions Z →Z, 

where Z denotes the set of integers (S. Shanuel’s definition) 
We recall that a function f: Z →Z, is called an almost linear function, if the set of numbers |f(m+n)-f(m)-

f(n)|, m, n∈Z is bounded. Further two almost linear functions f and g are called “equivalent”, if the set of 
numbers |f(n)-g(n)| is bounded. A real number, say a, is defined to be the equivalence class of the function 
f(n)=[an], where  [an] denotes the greater integer which is ≤  an. The sum and product of the real numbers 
corresponding to the almost linear functions f and g are defined to be the equivalence classes of the almost 
linear functions f + g and f o g respectively.   

• The axiomatic definition of R as the unique (up to isomorphism) complete ordered field 
We recall that an ordered field K is called complete, if every non empty subset of K that has an upper 

bound has a least upper bound (supremum) in K. It can be shown that there exists a complete ordered field 
(e.g. the Dedekind field) and that any two complete ordered fields are isomorphic (e.g. Bagget 2006:  Chap-
ter 1 and Appendix, or Mac Lane & Birkoff 1988). Thus R is defined to be the unique (up to isomorphism)* 
complete ordered field. 

 
3. Obstacles appearing towards the understanding of the irrational numbers 

 
As Fischbein et al. (1995) observe, little attention is paid to irrational numbers in school mathematics, 

which is mainly conceived as an ensemble of solving techniques and proving procedures of theorems.  The 

                                                           
1 During the introduction of the “new mathematics” in school education (1960-1980) elements from theory of the ba-

sic algebraic structures (groups, rings, fields, vector spaces) were taught at the upper high-school level. Nevertheless the 
basic idea behind all these, i.e. the concept of isomorphism, which was in fact the new “message” of mathematics dur-
ing the 20th century, was not taught (at least in our country, Greece). Thus students lost the opportunity to “receive” this 
message and, for example, to understand deeply why R2 and the field C of complex numbers is the same thing in prac-
tice. 

Of course there is no doubt that the introduction of the “new mathematics” in school education was proved to be a 
complete failure (e.g. Kline 1990). However there is indeed a doubt about the reasons for which this happened. Accord-
ing to our opinion (and not only) one of the basic reasons was the complete absence of practical examples from teaching 
and cues - like the concept of isomorphism- about the usefulness of the new material taught..   
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idea of mathematics as a coherent, structurally organized body of knowledge is not systematically conveyed 
to students. 

The irrational numbers are usually introduced at the second class of high-school of lower level and their 
comprehension presupposes the complete understanding of rational numbers by students.  Therefore, if this 
has not been achieved yet (as it frequently happens), students are facing many difficulties in approaching this 
new kind of numbers. Apart from the above, it seems that there exist further inborn (scientific and cognitive) 
obstacles making the comprehension of irrationals even more difficult (Herscovics 1989, Sierpinska 1994, 
Sirotic & Zarkis 2007, etc). Nevertheless, studies that focus on the comprehension and didactic approach of 
the irrationals are very rare indeed.  

Fischbein et al. (1995) made the hypothesis that possible obstacles for the complete understanding of the 
irrational numbers are the intuitive difficulties appeared also in the history of mathematics for the discovery 
of them, that is the perception of incommensurable magnitudes and the “property of the continuous” of the 
set of real numbers R (i.e. the fact that, although Q is an everywhere dense set, it cannot cover all the points 
of a given interval, as it happens with R). Although, as they accepted by themselves, the results of their ex-
periments didn’t seem to validate completely their hypothesis, they suggest that these intuitive difficulties 
ought to be projected rather, than to be ignored, or under-evaluated, by teachers, because in this way students 
could have a better approach to the concept of the irrational numbers. 

Our hypothesis, although it takes seriously under consideration the above parameters, i.e. the incomplete 
understanding of rational numbers and the intuitive difficulties mentioned by Fischbein et al. (1995), as pos-
sible obstacles for the comprehension of the irrational numbers, it is based on a different argument. Namely, 
we claim that the main obstacle has really to do with the semiotic representations of irrationals, i.e. the ways 
in which we describe and we write them down. 

From the brief presentation of methods for constructing R, attempted in the previous section, it becomes 
evident that the only compatible to the school mathematics method for presenting the irrational numbers to 
high-school students (and next to define R) is the use of their infinite decimal representation. The other 
methods are out of question, because they involve mathematics that is not taught at school. 

For a successful introduction to irrational numbers in this way two prerequisites are necessary: 
• First, students must already have understood that commensurable decimal (periodic) numbers 

and fractions are the same numbers written in different ways. For this, they must be able to 
convert in comfort periodic numbers, even with a non-periodic decimal part (mixed periodic 
numbers), to fractions and vice versa (i.e. to know that a fraction is a different expression of 
the division of two numbers). 

Notice that in the mathematics book of the first class of Gymnasium in Greece the mixed periodic num-
bers are not defined (Vandoulakis et al. 2008: p.p. 135-136) and only two examples are presented (see un-
solved Exercises 2 and 3 in p. 136), after the conclusion that every periodic decimal number can be written in 
the form of a fraction! 

• The definition of the incommensurable (disproportionate) numbers must be stated with great 
care and austerity, in order to avoid unpleasant misunderstandings by students.    

The teacher must have in mind (and transfer it to students) that given a finite approximation of a decimal 
number with infinitely many decimal digits, one could not be sure that this approximation corresponds to an 
irrational, when it could be a rational number with a long period. For example the number 

233

144
=0,618025….. has a period of 232 digits.  

It is characteristic that Fischbein et al. (1995: p.p. 32-33) in one of the questions of their experiments ex-
pected from students (high-school students and prospective teachers) to identify that 0,121221…. is an irra-
tional number. But how one could decide about this, when not knowing the complete sequence of the deci-
mal digits of the above number?     

Sometimes students ask the following question: “Which periodic number has the maximal period”? This 
question gives a good opportunity to clarify all the above remarks and therefore we suggest that the teacher 
must pursue and “push” students to ask it.  

For another related example, we refer to page 187 of the mathematics book for the second class of Gym-
nasium in Greece (Vlamos et al. 2007), wherefrom we read: “It can be shown that π is an irrational number, 
that is a decimal number with infinitely many decimal digits that are not obtained with a concrete process”. 
According to the above statement 2,0013113111311113…… (see question 5 of our questionnaire in the next 
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section) could be considered as a rational number, since its decimal digits are obtained with a concrete 
process! 

The problems however are increased, when we arrive to the natural, but crucial, question (usually asked 
by students): “Which numbers can be written in the form of an incommensurable decimal number?” 

At the lower high-school level students learn that this happens with the square roots of positive rational 
numbers that they cannot be exactly determined (i.e. they have not an exact price).  Later, usually at the up-
per high-school level (which is called Lyceum in Greece), they learn that this also happens with the n-th 
roots, n∈N, n≥ 2. However the converse is not true, since they are incommensurable decimal numbers that 
cannot be written as roots that they cannot be exactly determined, or in a more general expression they are 
not roots of an algebraic equation with rational coefficients. Thus we arrive to the concept of the transcen-
dental numbers, for which, apart from some characteristic examples, like π and e, we don’t know many de-
tails.  

As a consequence of the above fact, it is rather inevitable to remain some blanks to students (and even to 
elderly people) towards the comprehension of the irrational numbers. The teacher of course must speak at 
some stage to students about the transcendental numbers, in order to complete the “puzzle” of real numbers. 
A good opportunity for this is given at the upper high-school level during the repetition of the already known 
sets of numbers and before the teaching of complex numbers.       

 
4. The experimental study 

 
The targets of the classroom experiment that we are going to describe below were the following: 

• To check our basic hypothesis that the semiotic representations of irrationals is the main 
difficulty towards their understanding by students.  

• To validate the existence of the obstacles mentioned also by other researchers, i.e. the 
incomplete understanding of the rational numbers and the intuitive difficulties with the 
perception of incommensurable magnitudes and the “property of the continuous of R”.  

• To investigate if other factors like the geometric constructions and the representation of 
irrational numbers on the real axis, the age, the width of mathematical knowledge of 
students, etc, affect the comprehension of the real numbers. 

Our basic tool in this experiment was a questionnaire of 15 questions, properly designed with respect to 
the targets that we described above. The questionnaire was forwarded at the end of school year 2008-09 to 78 
students being at the second class of the 1st Pilot Gymnasium of Plaka, in Athens, i.e. a few months after they 
had been taught the irrational numbers for first time. The above Gymnasium is considered to be one of the 
best public high-schools of lower level in the area. 

The same questionnaire was also forwarded, approximately at the same time, to 106 students of the 
Schools of Technological Applications (i.e. prospective engineers) and Management and Economics of the 
graduate Technological Educational Institute (TEI) of Patras, Greece, being at their first term of studies. The 
majority of these students, according to their results at the exams for the entrance in tertiary education, cor-
responded to graduates of the secondary education of mediocre level. The students of TEI however, apart 
from their experience from secondary education, they attended also a brief recapitulation of the basic sets of 
numbers at their first term course “Advanced Mathematics”. 

In both cases the time given to students to complete the questionnaire was approximately one hour. We 
present below the 15 questions accompanied by some comments, and the percentages (with unit approxima-
tion) of the correct answers that we received, separately for Gymnasium and TEI. The answers were charac-
terized as correct (C) and wrong (W). In cases of incomplete answers the above characterization created 
some obscurities, which however didn’t affect significantly the general picture of students’ performance. 

Question 1: Which of the following numbers are natural, integers, rational, irrational and real numbers? 

2−  ,    
5

3
−  ,     0 ,      9,08  ,    5 ,    7,333..., 3,14159...π = ,    3  ,   4−  ,  

22

11
, 5 3 ,     

5

20
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,    ( )( )3 2 3 2+ − ,       
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2
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With the above question we wanted to check if students were in position to distinguish the category in 
which a given number belongs. The following matrix gives the percentages of wrong answers given by stu-
dents:    

 
 0 W 1-2 W 3-5 W 6-10 W >10 W 
Gymna-

sium 
  0    5   22    21     52 

T. E. I   0    11   33    36     20 
 
The most common mistakes were the identification of the symbol of fraction with rational and the symbol 

of root with irrational numbers. The failure of many students to recognize that all the given numbers were 
real numbers was really impressive. Notice that no students gave correct answers for all cases. 

The following questions 2-5 were designed in order to check the degree of understanding of rational num-
bers by students. 

Question 2: Are the following inequalities correct, or wrong? Justify your answers. 

,
21

14

3

2
p   

1001

2001
>2. 

In this case we wanted to examine if students were able to check the order in Q.  We considered as correct 
only the answers accompanied by a satisfactory justification. The percentages of the answers received are 
presented in the following matrix: 

 
 

         2C           1C            2W 
Gymnasium         50           49              1 
Τ.Ε.Ι.         78           10              12   

 
Notice that most students answered after converting the fractions to decimals. This means that they felt 

more comfortable to work with decimals rather, than with fractions. 
Question 3: Which is the exact quotient of the division 5:7? 
The quotient of the division has a period of 6 decimal points and therefore it was difficult for students to give 

the correct answer in the form of a periodic decimal number. The expected answer was that the exact quotient of 

the division is the fraction 
7

5
. The answers received were the following (only 3 correct answers by students of 

TEI!):  
 

 C W 
Gymnasium 14 86 
Τ.Ε.Ι. 3 97 

 
Notice that, in contrast to what happens in primary school (e.g.  Dimou et al. 1984: p. 88), a fraction is not 

presented in the mathematics books of high-school in Greece as the exact quotient of the division of the nu-
merator by denominator. 

Question 4: Convert the fraction 
7

3
 to a decimal number. What kind of decimal number is this and why we 

call it so?  
Here we wanted to check if students were able to convert a fraction to a decimal number and to recognize a 

periodic decimal number of the simplest form, i.e. with a period of one digit. The answers received were the 
following: 

   
            2C           1C            2W 
Gymnasium            41           18            41 
Τ.Ε.Ι.            73           22              5 
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Question 5: Are 2,8254131131131…  and 2,00131311311131111… periodic decimal numbers? In positive 
case, which is the period? 

The first is a mixed periodic number with period 131. The second is not a periodic number, although its 
decimal digits are repeated with a concrete process: 00, 13, 131, 1311, 13111, etc. No student noticed what 
happens in the second case, but the negative answer was considered as correct. This is a characteristic exam-
ple supporting our hypothesis about the semiotic representations of irrational numbers. 

The answers received were the following: 
    

           2C         1C            2W 
Gymnasium           23         49            28 
Τ.Ε.Ι.           58         39             3 

 
Question 6:  Find the square roots of  9, 100 and 169 and describe your method of calculation. 
Here we wanted to check if students were in position to calculate in comfort the square root of a square 

positive integer by using the corresponding definition. A difficulty was observed for the calculation 

of 169 .The answers are shown in the below matrix: 
 
 

        3C         2C       1C       3W 
Gymna-

sium 
       69         19        3        9 

Τ.Ε.Ι.       75         25        0        0 
 

Question 7:  Find the integers and the decimals with one decimal digit between which lies 2 .  Justify your 
answers. 

Our target here was to check the comfort of students for the approximate calculation of square roots. The 

difficulty of students of TEI to give a decimal approximation of 2  was   impressive.  The answers received 
are the following: 

 
            2Σ           1Σ             2Λ 
Gymnasium            59           15             26 
Τ.Ε.Ι.            18           79              3 

  
Notice that the known practical method (similar to division) for calculating the square root of a positive ra-

tional, although it was presented (without any explanation) in the old book of mathematics of the second class of 
Gymnasium in Greece (Papamichail et al. 1981: p.p. 154-155), it is not presented in the new one (Vlamos et al. 
2007). We shall agree of course that the presentation of the above method without any explanation (the proper 
explanation is not in fact so easy to be given) doesn’t help towards a better understanding of the concept of the 
square root, but some times it is very useful in practice, especially when we are not using a calculator.  

Question 8: Characterize the following expressions by C if they are correct and by W if they are wrong: 

2 =1,41 ,  2 =1,414444…, 2 ≈ 1,41,  there is no exact price for 2 . 
The matrix of the given answers is the following:  
 

      4C      3C      2C       1C       4W 
Gyma-

sium 
     17      41      34        4        4 

Τ.Ε.Ι.       3      33      47       14        3 
 
The low percentage of right answers in all cases reveals the difficulty that students have in writing correct-

ly an irrational number, thus giving another strong support to our hypothesis about the semiotic representa-
tions of irrational numbers.   
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The following questions 9-12 were designed in order to check the perception of density of rational and irra-
tional numbers by students in an interval with end points irrational numbers, or rational numbers in several forms 
(integers, fractions, decimals). 

Question 9: Find two rational and two irrational numbers between 10 and 20 . How many rational num-
bers are there between these two square roots?  

The matrix of students’ answers is the following: 
 

        3C        2C       1C       3W 
Gymna-

sium 
       14        14       46       26 

Τ.Ε.Ι.        50        41        6        3 
  
Answers involving only one rational, or irrational, number were considered as wrong. Many students (es-

pecially from high-school) answered that they are only finitely many rational numbers between 

10 and 20 . 
Question 10: Find two rational and two irrational numbers between 10 and 20. How many irrational numbers 

are there between these two integers? 
The matrix with the students’ answers is the following: 
 

       3C       2C        1C        3W 
Gymna-

sium 
      24       22        31         23 

Τ.Ε.Ι.       48       42        7         3 
 
While there was no significant change to the answers of the students of TEI with respect to the previous 

question, for high-school students the correct answers increased here, where the end points of the interval 
were integers. This was expected, because, even after the introduction of the rational numbers, integers con-
tinue to play an important role in teaching and examples (Greer & Verschafel 2007). 

Question 11: Are there any rational numbers between 
11

1
and

10

1
?  In positive case, write down one of them. 

How many rational numbers are there between the above two fractions?  
 

Many students, especially from high-school, answered that there is no rational number between 
11

1
and

10

1
, 

because these are two successive (!) fractions (improper transfer of the corresponding property of natural num-
bers to fractions). On the other hand a considerable number of students converted the given two fractions to de-
cimal numbers in order to arrive to the correct answers.   The given answers are the following:  

 
            2C          1C           2W 
Gymnasium            23          24           53 
Τ.Ε.Ι.            68         30            2 

 
Question 12: Are there any rational numbers between 10,20 and 10,21?  In positive case, write down one of 

them. How many rational numbers are in total between the above two decimals?  
Here again many students considered 10,20 and 10,21 as successive decimals (!), thus transferring  improper-

ly the corresponding property of natural numbers to decimals. Nevertheless the correct answers increased with 
respect to the previous question, which means that students had achieved earlier a better understanding of decim-
als rather, than of fractions.  Students, who answered correctly, were orally asked why there exist infinitely many 
rational numbers between 10,20 and 10,21. A typical answer was: “After 10,20 there exist 10, 201, 10,209, 
10,2099 and as many other digital numbers, as we want, smaller than 10,21”.  The above answer is an argument 
of density, but it is only a special case.  The matrix with the students’ answers is the following: 

            2C           1C            2W 
Gymnasium           44           31            25 
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Τ.Ε..Ι.           71           27             2 
  
Question 13: Characterize the following expressions as correct or wrong. In case of wrong ones write the cor-

responding correct answer.   

3 5 3 5+ = + , 3 7 3 7⋅ = ⋅ ,  
2 2

9 3
=

   
, the unique solution of the equation x2=3 is x= 3 , 

( )2

1 17 1 17− = −
 

The target here was to investigate students’ ability of using correctly the properties of irrational numbers. 
The matrix with the answers received is the following: 

 
     5C     4C     3C     2C     1C     5W 
Gymna-

sium 
    3     19     35    29     14      0 

Τ.Ε.Ι.    20     64      9     6      1      0 
 
The majority of correct answers were given for the first 2 cases, while the majority of wrong ones were given 

for the fourth case.  

When students were asked why they considered that x= 3  is the unique solution of the equation x2=3, they 
asked: “Because we know that the square root of 3 is a positive number, such that x2=3” . In fact, this is exactly 
the definition of the square root of a positive number given in page 41 of the school book of mathematics of the 
second class of Gymnasium in Greece (Vlamos et  al.  2007). 

It becomes therefore evident that the restriction of the definition of the square root to positive numbers only 
creates a confusion to students, although in the school book (Vlamos et  al.  2007) they are some hints about the 
solution of equations of the form x2=a, (e.g.  Exercise 6 in page 44: Find the positive numbers satisfying the 

equations   x2 =9,………, x2 =
81

100
, Exercise 4  in page 48: Solve the equations x2=0, x2=5, x2= -3, x2=17, etc). 

One could claim that the above restriction is necessary in order to be able to consider f(x)=x  , x>0, as a 
function of x. Nevertheless we can pass through it easily, if we accept that a positive number x has two square 

roots: A positive one, which is symbolized by x  and its opposite - x , which is of course a negative number. 
This is accepted so in several counties, including England. 

We believe that the rejection of the negative square root is an arbitrary restriction that imposes unnecessary 
difficulties for the teaching of roots of higher order not letting students to approach the roots as an inverse 

process of the process of raising to a power. For example, it is completely unreasonable to accept that  3 8−    
does not exist [as it happens in the book of mathematics of the first class of upper high-school level in Greece 
(Andreadakis et al. 2007: p.p. 44-45)], mainly because we always expect from roots to be positive numbers! 

Question 14: In the real axis of the below figure line segment OA represents the unit of measuring the 

lengths. Construct, by making use of ruler and compass only, the line segments of length 2  and 3  

respectively and find the points of the given axis corresponding to the real numbers 2  and - 3 . 
 

O A  
 
Here we wanted to investigate the students’ ability to construct incommensurable magnitudes and to 

represent irrational numbers on the real axis. The answers of students of TEI were really an unpleasant sur-

prise. Nobody constructed 3  correctly, only two of them constructed 2  and only one found the point cor-
responding to it on the real axis! On the contrary, the high-school students, recently taught the corresponding 
geometric constructions, had a much better performance. The above phenomenon could be considered as one of 
the negative consequences of neglecting the teaching of Euclidian Geometry at the upper classes of high-school 
(Lyceum) in Greece (e.g. Voskoglou  2007). 
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The matrix with the answers received by students is the following: 
 

 3C 2C 1C 3W 
Gymna-

sium 
27 20 13 40 

Τ.Ε.Ι. 0 1 1 98 
  
Question 15: Is it possible for the sum of two irrational numbers to be a rational number? In positive case 

give an example. 
Here the superiority of correct answers of the students of TEI was impressive, obviously because of their 

greater experience. Correct answers were considered only these accompanied by an example. 
The matrix of the given answers is the following: 
 

 C W 
Gymnasium 5 95 
Τ.Ε.Ι. 80 20 

 
 
Next, and in order to achieve a statistical representation of the experiment’s data, we proceeded to the 

graduation of the 78+106=184 in total completed questionnaires by allowing 2,5 units to question 14, 2 units 
to questions 1 and 13, 1,5 unit to questions 5, 7 and 8 and 1 unit to each one of the other questions (20 units 
in total). The above distribution of units to each question was decided before carrying out the experiment, 
according to its difficulty and the estimated mean time needed to be answered by students. The matrix of fre-
quencies of the marks obtained is given below, separately for high-school and TEI students and in total:  

 
Mar

k 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1

0 
1

1 
1

2 
1

3 
1

4 
1

5 
1

6 
1

7 
1

8 
Gy

mn. 
0 0 1 5 9 8 9 5 6 6 3 8 5 2 4 3 1 3

Τ.Ε
.Ι. 

1 2 0 4 0 5 8 2
0 

1
7 

9 1
2 

1
3 

5 7 3 0 0 0

To-
tal 

1 2 1 9 9 1
3 

1
7 

2
5 

2
3 

1
5 

1
5 

2
1 

1
0 

9 7 3 1 3

  
The means obtained, with approximation of two decimal digits, are 9,41 for high-school, and 9,46 for TEI 

students. The great accumulation of marks of TEI students between 8 and 12 is remarkable, while the marks 
of high-school students have a more uniform distribution. All these can be observed better through the matri-
ces of frequencies of marks and the cyclic diagrams (pies) of the percentages of marks presented below, 
separately for students of Gymnasium and of TEI.      

 
I) Gymnasium 

 

 
 

Figure 1a: Frequencies of marks 
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Figure 1b: Cyclic diagram of the percentages of marks 

 
II) T. E. I. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 2a: Frequencies of marks 
 

 
Figure 2b: Cyclic diagram of the percentages of marks 
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Finally, calculating the first and third quarters (Q1=7 and Q3=12 respectively) and the median (M=9) we 
constructed the “Five Number Summary” shown in Figure 3, that gives a concrete view of the distribution of 
frequencies of  marks of our total sample.  

 

 
 Figure 3: The “Five Number Summary” of the total sample  

 
We observe that the median is lying to the left side of the orthogonal, which means that there exists an ac-

cumulation to the low marks. 
 

5. Conclusions and didactic suggestions 
 
The general conclusions obtained through the evaluation of our experiment’s data are the following: 

• The understanding of rational numbers was proved to be incomplete by many students (questions 1-5 
and 9-12). In general students worked in more comfort with decimals rather, than with fractions 
(questions 11, 12, etc). Further, students who failed to give satisfactory answers to questions 1-5 and 
9-12, failed also in answering satisfactorily the rest of the questions. This obviously means that, the 
incomplete understanding of rational numbers is in fact a great obstacle for the comprehension of ir-
rational numbers.  

• Our basic hypothesis about the intuitive difficulties with the semiotic representations of irrational 
numbers seems to be validated (questions 5, 8, 13, etc). 

• The density of rational and irrational numbers in a given interval doesn’t seem to be embedded prop-
erly by a considerable number of students, especially by those of high-school (questions 9-12). 

• The students of TEI showed a complete weakness to deal with processes connected to geometric 
constructions of incommensurable magnitudes and to the representation of the irrational numbers on 
the real axis (question 14). However this didn’t prevent them in answering satisfactorily the other 
questions.   

• It seems that the age and the width of mathematical knowledge affect in a degree the comprehension 
of the real numbers. In fact, although the majority of the TEI students corresponded to mediocre 
graduates of secondary education, the superiority of their answers was evident in most of the ques-
tions (apart from 3, 7, 8 and 14). However this superiority was not illustrated by the means of the 
marks obtained. The reasons for this were the almost complete failure of the TEI students in answer-
ing question 14, whose graduation was the greatest one (2,5 units) and the superiority of high-school 
students in obtaining high marks (15-18). 

We underline also the following didactic suggestions, which, according to our opinion, could improve the 
comprehension of real numbers by students. 

• The definition of rational numbers must be given when students have already clarified that fractions 
and periodic decimal numbers are the same numbers written in different ways.  For this, they must 
embed that the result of the division of the numerator by the denominator of a fraction is always a 
periodic number, and vice versa they must be able to convert in comfort, by using the proper equa-
tions, a periodic number to a fraction, even when it contains a non periodic decimal part (mixed pe-
riodic number).    

• The concept of incommensurable (non periodic) decimal numbers must be the basis for the introduc-
tion to the irrational numbers and the definition of R. Their definition must be given with a great 
care by teacher: if the infinite decimal digits of a decimal number are repeated with a concrete proc-
ess, this does not mean that it is necessarily a periodic number (e.g. second case of question 5 of our 
questionnaire). Further students must understand that, given a finite approximation of a decimal 
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number with infinitely many decimal digits, one cannot be sure whether or not this approximation 
corresponds to an irrational number, even if its decimal digits “seems” to be repeated in a random 
way, since it could be a rational number with a long period. 

• It is also important for students to embed that in many cases the writing of an irrational number as a 
non periodic decimal number is the only way to express it. In other words, there exist irrational 
numbers that cannot be written, in an alternative form, as roots of rational numbers that they cannot 
be exactly determined (e.g. π and e). However the formal distinction between algebraic and tran-
scendental numbers must be presented at the upper classes of high-school (Lyceum), when students 
have already acquire a good experience of real numbers, and before the introduction to the complex 
numbers. 

• A great care is needed by teacher in order to resolve the confusion, created to students with respect 
to the existing solutions of the equation x2=a, a>0, by the definition of the square root as a positive 
number (see comment in question 13 of our questionnaire). At Lyceum also it must be clarified that 

the symboln x  , n=2k+1, has meaning (and a negative price) when x<0 (e.g. 3 8− =-2). 
We shall close with some open questions on the teaching of real numbers that require additional research 

and properly designed experiments in order to be answered: 
• In the cultural environment of ancient Greek mathematics, even after the introduction of Euclid’s 

axioms, it seems that geometric figure was the basis for “unfolding” mathematical thought. It helped 
towards the production of conjectures, of fruitful mathematical ideas and explanations.  The use of 
auxiliary lines, the visual redesign and new modified figures obtained convincing proof arguments 
resulting to a more complete mathematical reasoning.  On the contrary, in our contemporary society 
the numerical culture dominates over the geometric one. As a natural consequence, in school 
mathematics the numerical thought is much more in use than the geometric one, since the teaching of 
mathematics is mainly based on formulas and calculations. However we are convinced that an early 
and excessive “arithmetization” wounds the geometric intuition. In fact, a rich experience of students 
with geometric forms, before they have been introduced to numerical thought and analytic proofs, is 
not only useful, but necessary indeed (Kosyvas & Baralis, 2010).  Under this sense, an open question 
is how useful it could be for the comprehension of the irrational numbers by students to support our 
teaching methods by geometric constructions of certain such numbers and their representation on the 
real axis. Our experiment didn’t succeed in giving a clear indication about this, since the almost 
complete failure of the TEI students to deal with question 14 didn’t prevent them in answering cor-
rectly the other questions.  

• Of course they are irrational numbers that cannot be constructed by ruler and compass (e.g.3 2 , π, e 
and many others). However we correspond also points of the real axis to such numbers in an axio-
matic way, which usually is not justified clearly to students. Therefore another open question has to 
do with the proper use of “approximate mathematics” for teaching and learning the real numbers. 
During the last Panhellenic Conference on Mathematics Education of the Greek Mathematical Soci-
ety (Halkida, 19-21 November, 2010) a high-school teacher told us that she was embarrassed when 
she was asked by a student the following question: “Are there any circles whose length of circum-
ference is a rational number”? The student added that the length of the circumference of a circle 

with radius R=
π
1

 should be 2 metric units. The problem is that R in this case (and therefore the cor-

responding circle) cannot be geometrically constructed.    
• Finally another important open question (of course one could find more) is how we can drive for-

ward and improve as teachers the intuition of density of rational and continuity of real numbers by 
students. 
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