singapore math vs saxon math

The debate between Singapore Math vs Saxon Math is a familiar one for parents
and educators seeking the most effective mathematics curriculum for their
children. Both methodologies have garnered significant praise and a dedicated
following, but they approach the subject matter with distinct philosophies
and pedagogical strategies. Understanding these differences is crucial for
making an informed decision that aligns with a student's learning style and
academic goals. This comprehensive article will delve into the core tenets of
each curriculum, examining their strengths, weaknesses, and ideal student
profiles. We will explore their teaching methods, progression of concepts,
emphasis on problem-solving, and overall impact on mathematical
understanding. By the end, you'll have a clearer picture of which curriculum
might be the better fit for your budding mathematician.
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Understanding the Philosophies

At its heart, the difference between Singapore Math and Saxon Math lies in
their fundamental educational philosophies. Singapore Math is heavily
influenced by the pedagogical principles of the East, particularly those
developed in response to the nation's strong performance in international
mathematics assessments. It emphasizes conceptual understanding and problem-
solving, encouraging students to think deeply about mathematical concepts
rather than simply memorizing procedures. Saxon Math, on the other hand,
hails from a more traditional American educational approach, focusing on
incremental learning and consistent review. It aims to build a strong
foundation through repetition and a structured, step-by-step progression.

These differing philosophies shape every aspect of their curriculum design,
from how lessons are presented to the types of problems students encounter.
Understanding these foundational beliefs is the first step in appreciating
the unique strengths each curriculum brings to the table.



Singapore Math: A Deep Dive

Singapore Math has gained international acclaim for its effectiveness in
fostering deep mathematical understanding. Its core philosophy centers on
building a strong conceptual foundation before moving on to abstract
algorithms. This is often achieved through a concrete-pictorial-abstract
(CPA) approach, where students first manipulate physical objects, then draw
representations of those objects, and finally transition to symbolic
notation. This multi-sensory learning path ensures that students truly grasp
the 'why' behind mathematical operations.

The curriculum is known for its focus on problem-solving as the central
driver of learning. Instead of presenting isolated skills, lessons are often
framed around rich, engaging word problems that require students to apply
their knowledge and reasoning. This approach encourages critical thinking and
helps students develop strategies for tackling complex mathematical
challenges. The pace is generally considered to be more deliberate, allowing
for thorough exploration of each concept.

Key Features of Singapore Math

Several key features distinguish Singapore Math. One of the most prominent is
its emphasis on visualization and the use of bar modeling. Bar models are a
powerful tool for breaking down word problems into manageable parts, making
it easier for students to understand relationships between quantities and
devise solutions. Another hallmark is the deliberate pacing, which allows for
mastery of each topic before progressing. This ensures that students build a
solid understanding without gaps that could hinder future learning. The
curriculum also often integrates number sense activities and mental math
strategies from an early age, promoting fluency and quick recall.

Strengths of Singapore Math

The strengths of Singapore Math are numerous. Its emphasis on conceptual
understanding leads to a more robust and transferable mathematical knowledge
base. Students often develop a greater appreciation for the logic and beauty
of mathematics. The strong problem-solving focus prepares them for real-world
applications and higher-level mathematical thinking. The CPA approach is
particularly effective for diverse learners, catering to visual, kinesthetic,
and abstract thinkers. Furthermore, the curriculum's design has been linked
to improved performance on standardized tests and international assessments,
indicating its efficacy in producing mathematically proficient students.

Potential Challenges with Singapore Math

While highly effective, Singapore Math can present challenges for some
students and educators. The depth of conceptual exploration can sometimes
lead to a slower pace of coverage compared to more traditional curricula,



which might concern parents focused on covering a broad range of topics
quickly. The emphasis on problem-solving and conceptual understanding may
require more explicit instruction and guidance from teachers or parents,
especially for those accustomed to more direct instruction methods. Some
parents might also find the initial reliance on manipulatives and visual aids
less familiar than the textbook-heavy approaches they experienced themselves.

Saxon Math: A Closer Look

Saxon Math, developed by John Saxon, is renowned for its incremental approach
and consistent review. The philosophy behind Saxon Math is rooted in the
belief that mathematics should be learned in small, manageable steps, with
each new concept building directly upon what has already been mastered. This
methodology is designed to prevent gaps in understanding and ensure that
students retain knowledge over time.

A defining characteristic of Saxon Math is its "spiral" curriculum design.
Instead of teaching a topic extensively and then moving on, Saxon introduces
new concepts gradually, weaving them in with previously learned material.
This constant revisiting of topics reinforces learning and helps solidify
understanding through repeated exposure. The curriculum is also characterized
by its structured lesson format, typically involving a brief new concept
introduction, followed by practice problems that incorporate both new and old
material.

Key Features of Saxon Math

Saxon Math is easily identifiable by its characteristic features. The
incremental learning approach means that each lesson introduces only a small
amount of new information. This is followed by a significant amount of
practice problems that include a mix of new concepts and review from previous
lessons. This constant review, often referred to as "distributed practice,”
is a cornerstone of the Saxon methodology, aiming to build long-term
retention. The curriculum also typically provides a clear, structured lesson
plan for teachers, making it relatively easy to implement.

Strengths of Saxon Math

The primary strength of Saxon Math lies in its ability to build strong
foundational skills and ensure retention. The incremental approach and
extensive review can be highly beneficial for students who struggle with
traditional math instruction or who tend to forget material quickly. Students
who thrive on routine and clear, step-by-step instructions often find Saxon
Math to be very accessible and confidence-building. For parents seeking a
curriculum that systematically reinforces learning and prepares students for
sequential mathematical study, Saxon Math is a popular choice.



Potential Challenges with Saxon Math

While Saxon Math excels at building retention, some critics argue that its
focus on procedural fluency can sometimes come at the expense of deep
conceptual understanding. Because new concepts are introduced in small
increments and immediately mixed with review, students might learn to perform
the steps without fully grasping the underlying mathematical principles. The
repetitive nature of the practice problems, while effective for retention,
can also become monotonous for some learners, potentially leading to
disengagement. Additionally, the lack of explicit focus on visual aids or
alternative problem-solving strategies might not cater to all learning
styles.

Key Differentiators: Singapore Math vs Saxon
Math

When comparing Singapore Math and Saxon Math, several key differentiators
emerge that significantly influence their effectiveness and suitability for
different students. The most fundamental difference lies in their pedagogical
approach: conceptual understanding and problem-solving versus incremental
learning and consistent review. This core distinction then cascades into
other areas, such as curriculum structure, depth of exploration, and the
types of skills emphasized.

Curriculum Structure and Progression

The structural differences are stark. Singapore Math often adopts a thematic
approach, where units are built around rich problems that integrate multiple
skills and concepts. The progression is generally deep and focused, ensuring
mastery before moving on. In contrast, Saxon Math employs a spiral
curriculum. New concepts are introduced in small doses and then revisited
repeatedly over time. This means students encounter a topic multiple times in
different contexts, reinforcing their learning through continuous practice.
While Singapore Math aims for mastery within a topic before moving on, Saxon
Math prioritizes steady, cumulative progress with frequent review.

Problem-Solving Emphasis

Perhaps the most significant divergence is in their emphasis on problem-
solving. Singapore Math places problem-solving at the forefront, viewing it
as the vehicle for learning new concepts. Students are encouraged to think
critically, strategize, and use various methods, including visual tools like
bar models, to solve complex word problems. Saxon Math, while it includes
word problems, tends to focus more on applying learned procedures to solve
them. The emphasis is on accurate application of algorithms and rote
practice. While both curricula involve problem-solving, the how and why



behind it differ substantially.

Mastery vs. Spiral Approach

The core debate often boils down to mastery learning versus the spiral
approach. Singapore Math leans heavily towards mastery learning, believing
that students should fully understand a concept before progressing. This
means spending more time on a topic until proficiency is achieved. Saxon
Math, conversely, champions the spiral approach. This method revisits topics
regularly, assuming that repeated exposure and practice will lead to long-
term retention and understanding. The choice between these two can
significantly impact a student's learning experience and their perceived pace
of advancement.

Teacher and Parent Involvement

The level of teacher and parent involvement also varies. Singapore Math often
requires educators and parents to act more as facilitators, guiding students
through conceptual exploration and problem-solving strategies. This
necessitates a deeper understanding of the mathematical concepts themselves.
Saxon Math, with its structured lessons and clear procedures, can be more
straightforward for parents to implement, especially those who may not have
extensive math backgrounds. The curriculum provides a predictable path,
requiring less interpretation and more direct instruction and oversight.

Suitability for Different Learners

When considering Singapore Math vs Saxon Math, it's essential to think about
which learning style each curriculum best serves. Singapore Math's emphasis
on conceptual understanding, visual aids, and varied problem-solving
approaches makes it an excellent choice for students who are visual learners,
enjoy critical thinking, and benefit from understanding the underlying logic
of mathematics. It is particularly strong for students who grasp concepts
well when they can see them represented visually or concretely. This
curriculum encourages a deep dive into mathematical ideas.

Saxon Math, with its incremental steps and constant review, is often a better
fit for students who thrive on structure, routine, and repetition. It is
ideal for learners who benefit from a predictable pace and reassurance
through consistent practice. Students who have struggled with gaps in their
math education or who need a solid, step-by-step approach to build confidence
may find Saxon Math to be a very effective pathway. It builds skills
methodically, ensuring that foundational elements are consistently
reinforced.



Choosing the Right Math Curriculum

Ultimately, the decision between Singapore Math and Saxon Math is a personal
one, dependent on the individual needs and learning preferences of the child.
There is no single "best" curriculum; rather, there is the best curriculum
for a particular student at a particular time. Consider your child's
strengths, weaknesses, and how they best absorb new information. Do they
prefer to understand the "why" before the "how," or do they benefit from
consistent practice and review to solidify learning? Observing your child's
engagement and progress with different teaching methods will be your most
valuable guide.

Both Singapore Math and Saxon Math have proven track records of success. By
understanding their distinct philosophies and methodologies, you can make an
informed choice that sets your child on a path to mathematical confidence and
competence. It might even be beneficial to explore sample lessons from each
to see which one resonates more with your child's learning style before
committing to a full curriculum. The goal is to find a program that fosters a
positive and effective learning experience.

Frequently Asked Questions About Singapore Math vs
Saxon Math

Q: Which curriculum 1s better for students who
struggle with math?

A: Both Singapore Math and Saxon Math can be beneficial for struggling
students, but in different ways. Saxon Math's incremental approach and
extensive review are excellent for students who need consistent reinforcement
and struggle with retention. Singapore Math's focus on conceptual
understanding and visual aids can help students who need to "see" the math
and understand the underlying logic, which can build a stronger foundation
and reduce anxiety.

Q: Does Singapore Math prepare students for
standardized tests like Saxon Math?

A: Yes, both curricula are designed to prepare students for success in
mathematics. Singapore Math's emphasis on deep conceptual understanding and
problem-solving skills often leads to strong performance on standardized
tests that require critical thinking and application of knowledge. Saxon
Math's systematic approach and constant review are also highly effective in
building the foundational skills and knowledge base needed for test success.



Q: Is one curriculum more rigorous than the other?

A: Rigor can be subjective and depend on the student. Singapore Math is often
considered rigorous due to its depth of conceptual exploration and
challenging problem-solving tasks. Saxon Math is also rigorous in its
systematic progression and the expectation that students master each small
step before moving on, with a high volume of practice.

Q: Which curriculum is more engaging for students?

A: Engagement is highly individual. Many students find Singapore Math's
problem-solving focus and use of visual aids to be more engaging and
interesting. Others may prefer the predictable structure and sense of
accomplishment that comes from Saxon Math's consistent practice and
incremental progress.

Q: Can I use Singapore Math and Saxon Math together?

A: While some parents do attempt to combine elements, it's generally not
recommended without careful consideration. The different pacing and
pedagogical philosophies can sometimes create conflict or confusion for the
student. If considering a hybrid approach, it's wise to thoroughly understand
both curricula and how they might complement or contradict each other.

Q: Which curriculum is better for gifted students?

A: Gifted students often benefit from curricula that offer challenge and
depth. Singapore Math's emphasis on complex problem-solving and conceptual
understanding can be very stimulating for gifted learners. Saxon Math can
also challenge gifted students through its advanced levels and the need for
rapid mastery of concepts.

Q: What is the role of manipulatives in Singapore
Math and Saxon Math?

A: Manipulatives are a cornerstone of Singapore Math, particularly in the
early years, used extensively in the concrete-pictorial-abstract (CPA)
approach to build conceptual understanding. Saxon Math uses manipulatives
less frequently, with a greater emphasis on textbook practice and symbolic
representation once concepts are introduced.

Q: Which curriculum is better for homeschooling?

A: Both are popular choices for homeschooling. Singapore Math offers
excellent resources and a clear structure for parents to guide their children
through problem-solving. Saxon Math's teacher-friendly manual and systematic



approach also make it a practical choice for many homeschooling families. The
best choice depends on the parent's comfort level with teaching math and the
child's learning style.
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