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Navigating Saxon Math and the Common
Core: A Comprehensive Guide
Saxon math common core presents a unique landscape for educators and parents seeking
effective mathematics education. While the Saxon Math program has a long-standing reputation for
its incremental approach and mastery-based learning, its integration with or comparison to Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) for Mathematics often sparks discussion. This article delves into the
intricacies of this relationship, exploring how Saxon Math aligns with, diverges from, and
complements the goals of the Common Core. We will examine the core philosophies of both
approaches, discuss the specific learning objectives they aim to achieve, and provide practical
insights for parents and teachers navigating this educational terrain. Understanding these nuances
is crucial for making informed decisions about curriculum and ensuring a robust mathematical
foundation for students.
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Understanding Saxon Math's Core Principles

Saxon Math, developed by John Saxon, is renowned for its distinctive pedagogical approach. At its
heart lies the philosophy of incremental development, where new concepts are introduced in small,
manageable steps. This is meticulously woven together with a strong emphasis on review. Every
lesson builds upon previously learned material, with practice problems drawn from a wide range of
topics, ensuring that students continually reinforce their understanding and achieve true mastery



rather than superficial memorization. It’s like building a house brick by brick, ensuring each one is
firmly set before adding the next, and then consistently checking the stability of the whole structure.
This consistent repetition helps to solidify mathematical concepts in a student's long-term memory,
reducing the likelihood of forgetting over time. The program’s structure often includes daily problem
sets that are a blend of new concepts and review from previous lessons, fostering a deep and lasting
comprehension.

Incremental Development in Saxon Math

The cornerstone of the Saxon Math curriculum is its incremental approach. New mathematical ideas
are not presented in large, overwhelming blocks. Instead, they are introduced in small, digestible
pieces. This carefully sequenced introduction allows students to grasp each new skill thoroughly
before moving on to the next. This method is designed to prevent the frustration that can arise from
encountering too much new information at once, making math more accessible and less intimidating
for a wide range of learners. The progression is so gradual that students often don't realize how
much they are learning until they look back at how far they've come.

The Importance of Review and Practice

A defining characteristic of Saxon Math is its relentless focus on review. Each new lesson is
accompanied by practice problems that include a significant number of questions from previous
lessons. This constant revisiting of learned material is not simply rote repetition; it's a strategic tool
to ensure deep understanding and long-term retention. By regularly applying previously learned
skills to new problems, students build confidence and develop fluency. This systematic
reinforcement acts as a powerful antidote to the "forgetting curve," ensuring that mathematical
knowledge becomes deeply ingrained.

Mastery-Based Learning Philosophy

Saxon Math advocates for a mastery-based learning approach. The goal is for students to truly
understand and be proficient in a concept before moving on. This means that students are expected
to work through problems until they achieve a certain level of accuracy and confidence. This
contrasts with some other approaches that might move on to new material even if students haven't
fully grasped the previous concepts. The emphasis on mastery ensures a solid foundation, preventing
gaps in knowledge that can hinder future learning.

Deconstructing the Common Core State Standards for
Mathematics

The Common Core State Standards for Mathematics (CCSSM) represent a national effort to
establish clear, consistent, and high-level expectations for what students should know and be able to
do in mathematics at each grade level. Unlike specific curricula, the Common Core is a set of



standards, outlining the learning objectives rather than prescribing a particular method for teaching
them. It emphasizes conceptual understanding, problem-solving, and the application of
mathematical skills in real-world contexts. The standards are designed to ensure that all students
graduate from high school with the skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career,
and life.

Focus on Conceptual Understanding

A significant emphasis within the Common Core is placed on conceptual understanding. This means
that students are encouraged to not just memorize procedures but to understand why those
procedures work. The standards aim to develop deep mathematical thinking, where students can
explain their reasoning, make connections between different mathematical ideas, and apply their
knowledge in varied situations. This moves beyond simply getting the right answer to understanding
the underlying mathematical principles.

Mathematical Practices: The "How" of Learning

Beyond content, the Common Core also outlines eight Standards for Mathematical Practice. These
practices describe the habits of mind that mathematically proficient students develop. They include
things like making sense of problems, reasoning abstractly and quantitatively, constructing viable
arguments, and modeling with mathematics. These practices are considered just as important as the
content standards, aiming to develop well-rounded mathematicians who can think critically and
solve complex problems.

Grade-Level Expectations and Progression

The Common Core provides specific learning expectations for each grade level from kindergarten
through high school. These expectations are carefully sequenced to ensure a logical progression of
skills and concepts. The aim is to build a coherent pathway through mathematics, where each grade
level’s learning builds upon the previous one, leading to a strong foundation for future academic and
career pursuits. This structured progression helps ensure that students are adequately prepared for
the challenges of higher education and the workforce.

Saxon Math vs. Common Core: Points of Alignment

Despite their different origins and structural philosophies, Saxon Math and the Common Core share
several overlapping goals and principles. Both systems ultimately aim to equip students with strong
mathematical abilities. Where they align is often in the fundamental importance of building a solid
understanding of mathematical concepts and ensuring that students can apply what they learn. The
Common Core’s emphasis on conceptual understanding can be seen as a complementary goal to
Saxon’s mastery-based approach, which, when executed effectively, fosters deep comprehension.



Developing Foundational Skills

Both Saxon Math and the Common Core recognize the critical importance of developing strong
foundational mathematical skills. Saxon's incremental approach naturally builds these foundational
skills through consistent practice and review. Similarly, the Common Core’s grade-level expectations
are designed to ensure that students acquire the necessary building blocks of mathematical
knowledge at each stage of their development. This shared focus on a strong base is crucial for long-
term success in mathematics.

Problem-Solving Abilities

While Saxon Math might present problems within its structured practice sets, and the Common Core
explicitly outlines problem-solving as a key practice, both systems aim to develop students' ability to
tackle mathematical challenges. The Common Core’s emphasis on real-world applications and its
Standards for Mathematical Practice directly encourage problem-solving. Saxon’s rigorous practice,
when coupled with understanding, also cultivates this skill by exposing students to a variety of
problem types that require the application of learned concepts.

Building Fluency and Accuracy

The ultimate goal for many mathematics programs is to develop mathematical fluency and accuracy.
Saxon Math’s methodology, with its repeated practice and mastery focus, is inherently designed to
build this. The Common Core, by emphasizing conceptual understanding and application, also aims
for students to be fluent and accurate in their mathematical operations and reasoning. When
students truly understand the 'why' behind mathematical procedures, they are more likely to apply
them accurately and efficiently.

Saxon Math vs. Common Core: Areas of Divergence

The primary differences between Saxon Math and the Common Core often lie in their pedagogical
structures and the emphasis they place on certain instructional strategies. Saxon’s highly
structured, incremental, and review-heavy approach stands in contrast to the broader, more
conceptual framework of the Common Core standards, which are flexible enough to be implemented
through various curricula. The Common Core's embrace of diverse teaching methodologies,
including a greater emphasis on conceptual exploration and less prescribed practice, can be seen as
a key differentiator.

Pacing and Curriculum Design

Saxon Math is characterized by its tightly controlled pacing and curriculum design. New concepts
are introduced at a measured, incremental pace, with a significant portion of each lesson dedicated
to reviewing previous material. The Common Core, on the other hand, provides standards that



define learning goals but does not dictate a specific pacing or curriculum design. This allows for
greater flexibility in how educators choose to deliver the content, potentially leading to faster pacing
of new material in some implementations or a greater focus on depth over breadth in others.

Approach to Manipulatives and Inquiry-Based Learning

While not exclusive, many interpretations and implementations of the Common Core encourage the
use of manipulatives and inquiry-based learning to foster conceptual understanding. Students are
often guided to discover mathematical principles through exploration and hands-on activities. Saxon
Math, while not entirely devoid of manipulatives, tends to rely more heavily on direct instruction and
algorithmic practice. This difference in emphasis can lead to varied student experiences in exploring
mathematical concepts.

Standardized Testing and Assessment Philosophies

The Common Core is often associated with standardized testing, aiming to provide a consistent
measure of student achievement across states. While Saxon Math includes assessments, its
philosophy is more focused on ongoing mastery and performance within the curriculum’s own
structure. The emphasis on specific types of assessments and their role in curriculum evaluation can
differ significantly between a curriculum like Saxon and the broader framework represented by the
Common Core standards.

Integrating Saxon Math with Common Core Objectives

For educators and parents committed to both the strengths of Saxon Math and the goals of the
Common Core, integration is not only possible but often beneficial. This involves understanding
where Saxon’s structured approach can be augmented to meet Common Core’s deeper conceptual
and problem-solving expectations. It requires a thoughtful approach to curriculum selection and
pedagogical strategy, ensuring that students benefit from both systematic instruction and rich
mathematical exploration.

Supplementing Saxon with Common Core Resources

One effective strategy is to use Saxon Math as a core curriculum and supplement it with resources
that specifically address Common Core standards, particularly in areas like conceptual exploration
and real-world problem-solving. This might involve using supplemental workbooks, online resources,
or teacher-created activities that encourage students to think more deeply about the 'why' behind
mathematical procedures taught in Saxon.

Focusing on Mathematical Practices within Saxon Lessons



Teachers can actively weave the Common Core’s Standards for Mathematical Practice into their
Saxon Math lessons. For instance, when students are solving Saxon’s practice problems, the teacher
can prompt them to explain their reasoning (MP 3), look for patterns (MP 7), or consider alternative
approaches (MP 1). This encourages a deeper level of engagement with the material beyond simply
arriving at the correct answer.

Adapting Instruction to Foster Deeper Understanding

It is possible to adapt the delivery of Saxon Math lessons to foster greater conceptual understanding,
a key tenet of the Common Core. This might involve using the Saxon lesson as a starting point for
discussion, posing open-ended questions, or encouraging students to explore related concepts. The
goal is to transform the learning experience from one of mere practice to one of genuine
mathematical inquiry and insight.

Benefits of a Balanced Approach

Adopting a balanced approach to Saxon Math and Common Core principles can offer a rich and
comprehensive educational experience for students. By carefully blending the structured, mastery-
oriented nature of Saxon with the conceptual depth and real-world application emphasized by the
Common Core, educators can create a curriculum that is both rigorous and engaging. This synergy
ensures that students not only develop strong computational skills but also cultivate the critical
thinking and problem-solving abilities essential for success in the 21st century.

Comprehensive Skill Development

A balanced approach ensures that students develop a comprehensive set of mathematical skills.
They benefit from Saxon’s systematic progression and reinforcement for building foundational
fluency and accuracy. Simultaneously, they gain the conceptual understanding and problem-solving
acumen promoted by the Common Core, allowing them to apply their knowledge in diverse and
challenging contexts. This dual focus prepares them for a wide range of academic and professional
endeavors.

Increased Student Engagement and Motivation

When students see the relevance of mathematics through real-world applications and are
encouraged to explore concepts deeply, their engagement and motivation can significantly increase.
Integrating the conceptual exploration encouraged by the Common Core with Saxon's proven
mastery system can make mathematics more exciting and less intimidating. This can lead to a more
positive attitude towards math and a greater desire to learn.



Preparation for Future Academic and Career Success

The ultimate goal of any mathematics education is to prepare students for future success. By
harmonizing Saxon Math's strong skill-building with the Common Core's emphasis on critical
thinking, problem-solving, and application, students are better equipped for the demands of higher
education and the modern workforce. They develop both the computational power and the analytical
flexibility needed to thrive in an increasingly complex world.

Addressing Common Concerns about Saxon Math and
Common Core

Navigating the intersection of Saxon Math and Common Core can raise specific questions for
parents and educators. Common concerns often revolve around whether Saxon is “aligned” with
Common Core, how to ensure deep understanding beyond procedures, and how to prepare students
for standardized tests that may be influenced by Common Core. Addressing these concerns with
practical strategies and a clear understanding of both approaches can alleviate anxieties and lead to
more effective educational planning.

Is Saxon Math "Common Core Aligned"?

The question of whether Saxon Math is "Common Core aligned" is nuanced. Saxon Math is a
curriculum, while Common Core is a set of standards. Saxon’s curriculum was developed before the
widespread adoption of Common Core. While many of Saxon’s learning objectives and outcomes
align with the mathematical content standards of Common Core, its pedagogical approach (highly
incremental, structured review) differs significantly from the broader, more flexible implementation
strategies encouraged by the Common Core. True alignment often requires supplementing Saxon to
explicitly address the Common Core's emphasis on conceptual understanding and the Standards for
Mathematical Practice.

Ensuring Conceptual Understanding with Saxon Math

A frequent concern is that Saxon Math, with its focus on procedure and practice, might not
adequately foster deep conceptual understanding. This can be mitigated by teachers and parents
who intentionally go beyond rote practice. Encouraging students to explain their reasoning, explore
alternative methods, and connect new concepts to prior knowledge can transform Saxon's practice
into a tool for deeper insight. Asking "why" questions and providing opportunities for exploration
can bridge any perceived gap.

Preparing Students for Assessments

If students are taught using Saxon Math, and the context involves assessments influenced by
Common Core, specific preparation might be necessary. This often involves ensuring that students



are comfortable with the problem-solving and reasoning tasks that are more prominent in Common
Core-aligned assessments. Practicing problems that require justification, explanation, and
application in varied contexts, even when using Saxon as the primary curriculum, can help students
feel more confident and prepared.

The journey of understanding how Saxon Math and the Common Core interact is an ongoing one for
many in education. By appreciating the distinct strengths of each, and by employing thoughtful
integration strategies, educators and parents can create a mathematics learning experience that is
both robust and relevant. The goal remains to empower students with the mathematical knowledge
and skills they need to succeed, today and in the future.

Frequently Asked Questions about Saxon Math and
Common Core

Q: How does the incremental approach of Saxon Math differ
from the conceptual focus of the Common Core?
A: Saxon Math's incremental approach breaks down learning into very small steps, with extensive
review built into every lesson. The Common Core, conversely, emphasizes deep conceptual
understanding and the ability to explain mathematical reasoning, often encouraging a more fluid
progression through topics based on student comprehension rather than a rigid step-by-step
method.

Q: Can Saxon Math be used effectively alongside Common
Core standards?
A: Yes, Saxon Math can be used effectively alongside Common Core standards. While Saxon is a
curriculum and Common Core is a set of standards, many of the content objectives overlap.
Integration often involves supplementing Saxon with resources that specifically address the
Common Core's emphasis on conceptual understanding and the Standards for Mathematical
Practice, such as problem-solving in real-world contexts.

Q: What are the main benefits of using Saxon Math's mastery-
based approach in relation to Common Core goals?
A: Saxon Math's mastery-based approach ensures that students have a solid foundation in
fundamental skills, which is crucial for tackling more complex problems advocated by the Common
Core. This mastery helps students develop the confidence and fluency needed to engage with the
deeper conceptual understanding and application-based tasks central to the Common Core.

Q: How can parents assess if their child is grasping



mathematical concepts beyond just memorizing procedures
when using Saxon Math, in light of Common Core
expectations?
A: Parents can encourage their children to explain their problem-solving steps, articulate the 'why'
behind mathematical procedures, and connect new concepts to familiar situations. Asking open-
ended questions and observing their child's ability to apply learned skills in varied contexts, rather
than just solving textbook problems, can reveal deeper conceptual understanding aligned with
Common Core principles.

Q: Does the Common Core's emphasis on real-world
applications require significant changes to a Saxon Math
curriculum?
A: While Saxon Math includes word problems, the Common Core's emphasis on real-world
applications might require supplemental activities. Educators can integrate real-world scenarios,
projects, and discussions that connect Saxon's math concepts to practical situations, thereby
enhancing the relevance and application of learned skills as promoted by the Common Core.

Q: Are there specific grade levels where the alignment or
divergence between Saxon Math and Common Core is more
noticeable?
A: The differences and potential for alignment are present across all grade levels. However, in the
earlier grades (K-5), the pedagogical approaches can feel more distinct, with Saxon's structured
practice versus the Common Core's push for early conceptual exploration and play-based learning.
In higher grades, the divergence might appear in the complexity of problem-solving and the breadth
of topics covered.

Q: How does the structure of Saxon Math address the
Standards for Mathematical Practice from the Common Core?
A: Saxon Math's structure inherently supports some Mathematical Practices through its rigorous
practice, which can foster skills like precision (MP 6) and consistency. However, explicitly teaching
and encouraging other practices, such as making sense of problems (MP 1), constructing viable
arguments (MP 3), and modeling with mathematics (MP 4), often requires intentional effort by the
educator to integrate these within the Saxon framework.
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