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Mathematics Educational apps are a type of informal education, which is a learning 

activity that is accomplish pass the limits of a formal education system.  Educational apps can be 

essential, beneficial, valuable, and helpful for students’ learning process.  Mathematics can be a 

challenging subject for many students.  Hence, students find way to study, practice, and 

understand the subject and its formula by using various mathematics educational apps. The apps 

help to ease the process on making challenging mathematical lessons easier for students who are 

having difficulties in the classroom.  The apps allow educators to be creative and enhance the 

lesson in the classroom; while students can have fun, play games, be educated, and learn while 

trying to understand the mathematics lesson. Although, educational apps are useful inside and 

outside the classroom, they can also be detrimental for learners.  A mathematics educational app 

that has such attributes is PhotoMath app.   

PhotoMath app is a free app that authorizes users to snap photos of well written or typed 

equations and the result will show a step by step solution (Albanesius, 2014; Linshi, 2014).  

According to PhotoMath founder and CEO Damir Sabol, PhotoMath was released in 2014 by a 

team called Microblink, a company specialized in mobile apps; it is the top five educational apps 

in the United States that has been downloaded over thirty-six million times on Android and iOS 

(Brannan, 2014, Nov 18; O'Keefe, 2016; PhotoMath website, 2017; Parker, 2014, Oct 23; 

Powderly, 2014, Oct 27; Webel & Otten, 2016).  In addition, the app can solve equations and 

inequalities, algebraic expression, arithmetic, functions, trigonometry, and calculus assignments 

(PhotoMath website, 2017; Brannan, 2014, Nov 18). PhotoMath app allows users to understand 

challenging mathematical assignments by breaking down the work of the specific problem; 

which turns a hard or impossible exercise into an easy task.    



Nevertheless, as an informal educational app, PhotoMath can be thought as a game 

process because it allows users to be interactive, active, and make their own rule to get the result. 

Brian Sutton-Smith and Elliot Avedon define game as, “an exercise of voluntary control systems, 

in which there is a contest between powers, confined by rules in order to produce a disequilibria 

outcome” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.91). The most interested components of the definition 

of game were activities, voluntary, and having rules; which Sutton-Smith and Avedon mentioned 

in their definition of a game.  PhotoMath has those components.  Game is not supposed to be 

force, but it should be enjoyable as well as having a set rule to have a winner and loser. 

However, not all games will have a winner and loser ruler; such as most educational games and 

apps as stated by Clark Abt’s definition of game (Salen & Zimmerman, 2014, p.87). Clark Abt 

defines game, “(game) reduced to its formal essence, a game is an activity among two or more 

independent decision-makers seeking to achieve their objectives in some limiting context. A 

more conventional definition would say that a game is a context with rules among adversaries 

trying to win objectives” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.86).  According to Abt, a game does not 

always have multiple players.  Abt also stated that not all games are competition among other 

players.  In addition, in some games (e.g. educational apps) the players tried to achieve a 

common goal against an occluding force or natural condition that is itself not really a player 

since it does not have objective (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.87). These definitions help 

explain the meaning of PhotoMath app as a game that allow users to achieve a common goal to 

solve a mathematical problem. 

As a student, PhotoMath app can be helpful because it helps us understand challenging 

homework assignment by breaking down the work process when the picture is taken.  For 

instance, Ashley Anderson, a communication major student, believes that PhotoMath does help 



her in her math course by checking the answers or observe the steps on how to use the app.  

However, not all students find the app beneficial, a computer science graduate student, Amit 

Dubey did not see the use of using the app because he believes that college students should be 

able to solve simple equations without any mathematic educational app such as PhotoMath 

(Brannan, 2014, Nov 18).  Another valuable use of PhotoMath is that it helps individuals to have 

a type and well-organized steps that can be useful for students who cannot write well (Webel & 

Otten, 2016).  Students can use the note as a study guide and examples for their note; which 

guide them to do their homework assignment by following the steps.  A single user can use the 

app the following way: once the app is downloaded on the single user’s phone, take a picture of 

the following assignment question - compute the fractions ⅔  − ⅕ *¾ ; the app will then do the 

first step by multiplying ⅕*¾ and get 3/20; finally subtract ⅔ - 3/20 by finding the common 

denominator which is 60; the equivalent fractions will be showing as the last step with the 

answer 40/60 - 9/60 = 31/60 as the final result. 

  

As an educator, PhotoMath app can be both beneficial and detrimental for students.  

PhotoMath app is a controversial educational app that most teachers believe that it allows 

students to cheat and find the answer quickly without understand the process (Webel & Otten, 

2016). For instance, Stephanie Vergara, a mathematics instructor at San Jose State University, 

believes that PhotoMath app can help students if used appropriately and it is wonderful for 

learning; however, since cellphones are not allowed during exams, students need to know how to 

solve a problem without focusing on the app (Brannan, 2014, Nov 18).  Although cellphones are 

not allowed during the exams, it is always advised to monitor the exams and instruct students to 



turn off their phones and put it far away during the exam, so that they will not use it to cheat in 

the exam.   

Finally, mathematics educational app can be useful and beneficial to students’ learning 

process.  However, the app has to be used appropriately so that students do not depend on it.  

PhotoMath app allows users to understand challenging mathematical assignments by breaking 

down the work of the specific problem and turns difficult exercise into an easy one.  The app can 

help students who are unable to write well or have good handwriting to use it as a note.  

PhotoMath app can be very controversial because it is believed that users can use it to cheat on 

their assignment.  However, if the classroom is well monitored, users will not be allowed to 

cheat with the app. 
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