
right start math curriculum
The Power of a Solid Foundation: Understanding the Right Start Math
Curriculum

Right Start Math curriculum is more than just a set of worksheets; it's a
philosophy designed to build a profound, intuitive understanding of
mathematics from the very first lessons. For parents and educators seeking a
robust math program that fosters genuine comprehension and a love for
numbers, exploring the Right Start Math curriculum is an essential step. This
comprehensive approach aims to equip children with the critical thinking
skills and mental math abilities necessary for success, moving beyond rote
memorization to cultivate true mathematical reasoning. We'll delve into what
makes this curriculum stand out, its core principles, how it caters to
different learning styles, and why it's often lauded for its effectiveness in
preparing students for future academic challenges. Join us as we uncover the
pedagogical strengths and practical applications of this highly regarded
educational resource.

Table of Contents

What is the Right Start Math Curriculum?
Core Principles of the Right Start Math Approach
Key Components of the Right Start Math Curriculum
Benefits of Using the Right Start Math Curriculum
Who is the Right Start Math Curriculum For?
Comparing Right Start Math to Other Math Programs
Implementing the Right Start Math Curriculum at Home
Frequently Asked Questions About Right Start Math

What is the Right Start Math Curriculum?

The Right Start Math curriculum, developed by Dr. Joan A. Cotter, is a hands-
on, conceptual, and engaging mathematics program designed for children from
preschool through the middle school years. Its fundamental premise is to
build a strong mental math foundation by emphasizing understanding over
memorization. Unlike many traditional math programs that introduce abstract
concepts too early, Right Start Math uses a multi-sensory approach,
incorporating games, manipulatives, and real-world applications to make
learning tangible and enjoyable. The curriculum is structured to ensure that
students not only learn how to do math but also why the methods work,
fostering a deep and lasting comprehension of mathematical principles.

The philosophy behind Right Start Math is rooted in the belief that children
learn best when they are actively involved and can visualize mathematical
concepts. It aims to prevent the common math anxiety that can plague students
by building confidence and competence from the outset. The curriculum is



progressive, meaning it revisits and builds upon concepts at increasing
levels of complexity, ensuring that no student is left behind and that
mastery is achieved before moving on. This careful sequencing and emphasis on
understanding are what truly define the Right Start Math experience.

Core Principles of the Right Start Math
Approach

At the heart of the Right Start Math curriculum lie several foundational
principles that guide its pedagogical strategies. These principles are not
merely theoretical; they are actively woven into every lesson and activity,
ensuring a cohesive and effective learning journey for each child.

Emphasis on Mental Math and Intuition

One of the most significant tenets of Right Start Math is its unwavering
commitment to developing strong mental math abilities. Instead of relying
solely on algorithms and calculators, students are encouraged to develop
mental strategies for solving problems. This cultivates mathematical
intuition, allowing children to "see" the numbers and their relationships,
leading to faster and more accurate problem-solving. Games and activities are
specifically designed to practice these mental skills in a fun and engaging
way, making the process feel less like work and more like play.

Multi-Sensory Learning

Right Start Math champions a multi-sensory approach to learning. This means
engaging multiple senses—sight, sound, touch, and even movement—to help
children grasp mathematical concepts. The curriculum heavily utilizes
manipulatives such as base-ten blocks, fraction circles, and attribute
blocks. These physical tools allow students to explore abstract mathematical
ideas in a concrete way, making them more accessible and easier to
understand. For instance, learning fractions becomes much more intuitive when
a child can physically divide and manipulate fraction circles.

Conceptual Understanding Over Rote Memorization

A key differentiator of the Right Start Math curriculum is its focus on deep
conceptual understanding rather than rote memorization of facts and
procedures. While memorization has its place, Right Start Math prioritizes
ensuring that students truly understand the underlying principles of what



they are learning. This leads to a more robust and flexible grasp of
mathematics, enabling students to apply their knowledge to new and unfamiliar
situations. They are taught to explain their reasoning and demonstrate their
understanding, which solidifies the learning process.

Daily Review and Introduction of New Concepts

The curriculum incorporates a structured daily review system that reinforces
previously learned concepts. This constant revisiting helps to solidify
knowledge and prevent students from forgetting what they've learned. New
concepts are then introduced in a carefully paced manner, building upon the
established foundation. This systematic approach ensures that each new topic
is met with a readiness born from consistent reinforcement, making learning
cumulative and effective.

Child-Centered and Flexible Learning

Right Start Math is designed to be adaptable to individual learning styles
and paces. While there is a clear structure, educators and parents are
encouraged to tailor the pace and methods to the specific needs of the child.
The emphasis is on ensuring the child understands and is comfortable before
moving forward. This child-centered approach respects that every learner is
unique and requires personalized attention to thrive.

Key Components of the Right Start Math
Curriculum

The Right Start Math curriculum is a comprehensive package, meticulously
designed to provide a holistic math education. It's not just about a
workbook; it involves a variety of materials and methodologies that work in
concert to build a strong mathematical foundation.

Workbooks and Lessons

The core of the curriculum is delivered through a series of detailed lesson
plans and accompanying workbooks. These are structured sequentially, with
each lesson building logically upon the previous one. The lessons are written
in a conversational tone, making them easy for parents or teachers to follow
and deliver. They guide the educator through the explanation of concepts,
suggesting activities, and providing practice problems. The workbooks are
filled with engaging exercises that reinforce the daily lessons.



Manipulatives and Hands-On Materials

As mentioned, Right Start Math heavily relies on hands-on manipulatives.
These are essential tools that bring abstract mathematical ideas to life.
Common manipulatives include:

Base-ten blocks: For understanding place value, addition, subtraction,
multiplication, and division.

Fraction circles and squares: For visualizing and manipulating
fractions.

Attribute blocks: For exploring patterns, logic, and classification.

Geoboards: For learning about geometry, area, and perimeter.

Other tools like counting bears, tangrams, and fraction strips are also
incorporated to enhance understanding across various mathematical
domains.

These tools are not just for younger children; they are used throughout the
curriculum to illustrate increasingly complex concepts, ensuring a concrete
understanding at every stage.

Games and Activities

A significant portion of the Right Start Math curriculum is delivered through
engaging math games. These games are designed to practice skills, reinforce
concepts, and develop strategic thinking in a fun and motivating way. Card
games, board games, and dice games are frequently used to reinforce
arithmetic facts, develop number sense, and improve mental math agility. This
playful approach makes learning enjoyable and helps students internalize
mathematical principles without the pressure of traditional drills.

Daily Review System

The curriculum features a structured daily review that takes approximately
10-15 minutes. This segment of the lesson is crucial for reinforcing
previously learned concepts, ensuring retention and mastery. The review
covers a range of topics previously introduced, from basic arithmetic to more
advanced concepts, depending on the child's level. This consistent practice
prevents the "forgetting curve" and builds a solid, cumulative understanding



of mathematics.

Benefits of Using the Right Start Math
Curriculum

Opting for a well-structured math program like Right Start Math can yield
significant advantages for a child's mathematical development. The benefits
extend far beyond simply improving test scores, focusing instead on building
a lifelong foundation for numerical literacy and problem-solving.

Strong Foundation in Math Concepts

The emphasis on conceptual understanding ensures that students develop a deep
and intuitive grasp of mathematical principles. This means they don't just
learn procedures; they understand the 'why' behind them. This solid
foundation is invaluable as they progress to more advanced mathematical
studies, where abstract concepts build upon prior knowledge.

Development of Excellent Mental Math Skills

Through consistent practice with games and targeted activities, students
using Right Start Math develop robust mental math capabilities. This ability
to perform calculations and manipulate numbers in their head is a significant
asset, not only in mathematics but also in everyday problem-solving and
critical thinking.

Reduced Math Anxiety and Increased Confidence

By using a multi-sensory, hands-on approach and focusing on understanding
rather than speed or memorization, Right Start Math helps to alleviate math
anxiety. When children can physically interact with concepts and achieve
success through understanding, their confidence in their mathematical
abilities grows. This positive experience fosters a more positive attitude
towards math in general.

Improved Problem-Solving and Critical Thinking
Skills



The curriculum's design naturally encourages students to think critically and
approach problems from multiple angles. The use of manipulatives and the
emphasis on explaining their reasoning promote logical thought processes.
This cultivates strong problem-solving skills that are transferable to many
areas of life.

Adaptability to Different Learning Styles

The multi-sensory nature of Right Start Math makes it highly effective for a
wide range of learners, including those who struggle with traditional
teaching methods. By engaging visual, auditory, and kinesthetic pathways, the
curriculum caters to different learning preferences, ensuring that more
students can access and succeed with the material.

Preparation for Future Math Success

Students who complete the Right Start Math curriculum are exceptionally well-
prepared for future academic challenges, including standardized tests and
higher-level math courses. Their deep conceptual understanding and strong
mental math skills give them a distinct advantage, allowing them to tackle
advanced topics with confidence and ease.

Who is the Right Start Math Curriculum For?

The Right Start Math curriculum is a versatile program, designed to benefit a
broad spectrum of learners and educational settings. Its adaptable nature and
focus on fundamental understanding make it a powerful tool for various needs.

Homeschooling Families

Right Start Math is exceptionally popular among homeschooling families. The
clear, step-by-step lesson plans and the comprehensive set of materials make
it easy for parents to deliver high-quality math instruction at home. The
emphasis on a strong foundation and enjoyable learning experiences aligns
perfectly with many homeschooling philosophies. Parents appreciate that they
don't need to be math experts to effectively guide their children through the
curriculum.



Students Who Struggle with Traditional Math

For students who have experienced frustration or anxiety with conventional
math instruction, Right Start Math can be a transformative solution. Its
multi-sensory approach, hands-on manipulatives, and focus on conceptual
understanding can help these students finally grasp concepts that may have
previously eluded them. The curriculum's patient pace and emphasis on mastery
prevent the build-up of gaps in knowledge.

Children Who Need a Challenge

While Right Start Math is excellent for remediation, it also provides ample
opportunities for advanced learners to be challenged. The depth of conceptual
exploration and the encouragement of problem-solving can keep bright students
engaged and intellectually stimulated. The curriculum allows for acceleration
and deeper dives into mathematical thinking for those who are ready.

Classrooms Seeking a Conceptual Approach

Educators in traditional classroom settings can also benefit significantly
from integrating elements of the Right Start Math curriculum. Its focus on
understanding, manipulatives, and games can enrich classroom instruction,
making math more accessible and engaging for all students. Teachers can adapt
its principles to supplement existing programs or adopt it as a core
curriculum for specific grade levels.

Early Learners (Preschool and Kindergarten)

The curriculum begins with foundational concepts suitable for the earliest
learners, introducing numbers, counting, and basic operations through play
and tangible experiences. This ensures that children build a positive and
intuitive relationship with mathematics from the very beginning of their
educational journey.

Comparing Right Start Math to Other Math
Programs

When considering a math curriculum, it's helpful to understand how Right
Start Math differentiates itself from other common approaches. Its unique
blend of principles and methodologies sets it apart in the educational



landscape.

Focus on Mental Math vs. Algorithmic Approach

Many traditional math programs heavily rely on teaching algorithms—step-by-
step procedures for solving problems. While algorithms are useful, they can
sometimes lead to a disconnect between the procedure and the underlying
mathematical concept. Right Start Math, conversely, prioritizes developing
strong mental math skills and conceptual understanding first. It teaches
students to think mathematically and develop their own strategies, rather
than simply memorizing a set of steps. This often leads to a more flexible
and adaptable approach to problem-solving.

Hands-On Manipulatives vs. Abstract Learning

Some curricula introduce abstract concepts very early, often relying on
textbooks and worksheets. Right Start Math's defining characteristic is its
extensive use of hands-on manipulatives. These concrete tools allow children
to explore mathematical ideas physically, making abstract concepts more
tangible and understandable. This multi-sensory approach is particularly
beneficial for visual and kinesthetic learners who may struggle with purely
abstract instruction.

Pacing and Mastery vs. Grade-Level Advancement

Many standard math programs are designed to cover a specific amount of
material each year, pushing students to advance through grade-level content
regardless of whether they have fully mastered the previous material. Right
Start Math, however, emphasizes mastery. Students move on only when they have
a solid understanding of the current concepts. This ensures that there are no
gaps in their knowledge, leading to greater confidence and preparedness for
subsequent topics. This can mean a child might spend more or less time on a
particular topic than their peers in a traditional school.

Integration of Games vs. Drill-and-Practice

While many programs include some practice exercises, Right Start Math
elevates the role of games as a primary teaching tool. Math games are used
not just for reinforcement but often for introducing and developing concepts.
This makes learning more engaging and enjoyable, reducing the potential for
math anxiety. Other programs might use games as supplementary activities, but
for Right Start Math, they are integral to the learning process.



Role of the Parent/Teacher

Right Start Math often positions the parent or teacher as a facilitator and
guide, rather than just an instructor delivering information. The lesson
plans are designed to encourage interaction, discussion, and exploration with
the child. This partnership approach helps build a strong rapport and allows
for personalized instruction tailored to the child's needs, which can be more
involved than simply assigning homework in some other programs.

Implementing the Right Start Math Curriculum at
Home

Embarking on the Right Start Math curriculum journey at home can be an
incredibly rewarding experience for both parent and child. While it requires
dedication, the structure and resources provided make it highly achievable.

Gathering Necessary Materials

The first step is acquiring the essential components. This typically includes
the teacher's manual (which contains the lesson plans), the student
workbooks, and the various manipulatives specific to the child's grade level.
Many publishers offer comprehensive kits that include all the necessary
materials, simplifying the purchasing process. Investing in good quality
manipulatives is crucial, as they will be used extensively.

Understanding the Daily Lesson Structure

Each day's lesson in Right Start Math generally follows a consistent pattern:
a brief warm-up (often a review game), a short direct instruction period
introducing a new concept, and then independent practice through workbook
exercises or more games. The teacher's manual provides detailed scripts and
explanations for each part of the lesson, making it easy to follow along.
It’s important to read through the lesson before teaching it to familiarize
yourself with the objectives and activities.

Utilizing Manipulatives Effectively

Don't shy away from the manipulatives! They are the backbone of the Right
Start Math approach. Encourage your child to touch, move, and explore with
them. For example, when introducing addition, use base-ten blocks to



physically combine quantities. When teaching fractions, let them manipulate
the fraction circles. The more tactile the experience, the deeper the
understanding. The manual will guide you on which manipulatives to use for
each lesson.

Incorporating Math Games

Math games are not just for fun; they are powerful learning tools within this
curriculum. Dedicate time for playing these games regularly. They are
excellent for reinforcing arithmetic facts, practicing problem-solving
strategies, and developing number sense in an enjoyable context. The games
also provide opportunities for social interaction if multiple children are
involved, and they help build a positive association with mathematics.

Pacing and Flexibility

One of the beauties of using Right Start Math at home is the flexibility it
offers. Don't feel pressured to rush through the lessons. The goal is
mastery, not just completion. If your child is struggling with a concept,
spend extra time on it, using different manipulatives or games. If they grasp
a concept quickly, you can move on, or even explore extensions of the idea.
Observe your child's engagement and understanding to guide your pacing.

Consistency is Key

Like any educational endeavor, consistency is vital. Aim to work on math
daily, even if it's just for 20-30 minutes. The daily review system is
designed for short, consistent practice. Regular engagement helps to build
momentum and reinforces learning effectively. This consistent effort will
build a strong, cumulative understanding that will serve your child well.

Frequently Asked Questions About Right Start
Math Curriculum

Q: What age range does the Right Start Math
curriculum cover?
A: The Right Start Math curriculum is designed for children from preschool
through middle school, typically covering ages 4 through 14 or roughly
kindergarten through eighth grade.



Q: Is the Right Start Math curriculum suitable for
children with learning disabilities?
A: Yes, the multi-sensory and hands-on nature of the Right Start Math
curriculum makes it highly effective for children with various learning
styles and challenges, including those who struggle with traditional math
instruction or have learning disabilities.

Q: Do I need to be a math expert to teach Right
Start Math?
A: No, the teacher's manual provides very clear, step-by-step lesson plans
and explanations. Parents and educators who are not math specialists can
effectively teach the curriculum by following the guidance provided.

Q: How does Right Start Math handle memorization of
math facts?
A: While Right Start Math prioritizes conceptual understanding, it does
incorporate memorization of math facts through engaging games and regular
review, ensuring that students develop both fluency and deep comprehension.

Q: What are the main benefits of using manipulatives
in the Right Start Math curriculum?
A: Manipulatives help make abstract mathematical concepts concrete and
understandable, cater to kinesthetic and visual learners, and increase
engagement and retention by allowing children to physically interact with
numbers and shapes.

Q: Can the Right Start Math curriculum be used in a
traditional classroom setting?
A: Absolutely. While it's popular for homeschooling, teachers can adapt and
integrate the Right Start Math curriculum into classroom settings to enhance
conceptual understanding and make math more engaging for students.

Q: Does Right Start Math prepare students for
standardized tests?
A: Yes, by building a strong conceptual foundation and developing robust
mental math and problem-solving skills, Right Start Math equips students with
the critical thinking abilities necessary to excel on standardized tests.
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