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Saxon Math vs. Math with Confidence: A
Comprehensive Comparison for Home
Educators
Saxon Math vs. Math with Confidence is a question many parents grapple with when
choosing a math curriculum for their children. Both programs have strong followings, but
they approach mathematics education with distinct philosophies and methodologies.
Understanding these differences is crucial for selecting the best fit for your child's
learning style and your family's educational goals. This article will delve deeply into the
core principles, teaching strategies, curriculum structure, and overall effectiveness of
both Saxon Math and Math with Confidence. We'll explore their strengths and
weaknesses, consider different learning needs, and provide insights to help you make an
informed decision.
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Understanding the Core Philosophies

At the heart of any curriculum choice lies its underlying philosophy of how children best
learn mathematics. Saxon Math and Math with Confidence, while both aiming for
mathematical mastery, diverge significantly in their fundamental beliefs about what
constitutes effective math education. One emphasizes a structured, incremental approach
with consistent review, while the other prioritizes conceptual understanding and a gentler,
more intuitive learning curve. Recognizing these foundational differences is the first step
in determining which program will resonate most effectively with your student.

Saxon Math's Philosophy: Incremental Development and
Mastery Through Practice
Saxon Math is built on the principle of incremental development. This means that new
concepts are introduced in small, manageable chunks and then revisited repeatedly over
time. The idea is to build a strong foundation by ensuring that each new piece of
information is fully absorbed before moving on. John Saxon, the creator, believed that
consistent, daily practice and review were the keys to true mathematical understanding
and long-term retention. This approach aims to prevent gaps in learning by continuously
reinforcing previously taught material alongside new concepts.

Math with Confidence's Philosophy: Conceptual
Understanding and Joyful Learning
Math with Confidence, on the other hand, champions a philosophy that emphasizes deep
conceptual understanding and fostering a positive attitude towards mathematics.
Developed by Kate Snow, this curriculum aims to make math engaging and accessible,
moving away from rote memorization towards a more intuitive grasp of mathematical
ideas. It focuses on building connections between concepts and encouraging students to
think critically and creatively about problem-solving. The goal is to build confidence and a
genuine love for math, rather than just the ability to perform calculations.

Saxon Math: A Deep Dive

Saxon Math is a well-established curriculum renowned for its systematic and repetitive
approach. It’s often characterized by its distinct lesson structure, which includes a warm-
up, new instruction, guided practice, and independent practice, all integrated with
ongoing review of previously learned concepts. This consistent structure can be incredibly
beneficial for students who thrive on routine and predictability. The program’s
comprehensive nature means it typically covers all aspects of mathematics for a given
grade level, aiming for thorough mastery.



Lesson Structure and Content
A typical Saxon Math lesson follows a predictable pattern. It begins with "meeting time" or
warm-up activities that review basic facts and concepts. This is followed by direct
instruction on a new concept, broken down into very small steps. After the instruction,
students engage in guided practice, working through examples with the teacher, and then
independent practice problems that reinforce the day's lesson and review previous
material. The sheer volume of review problems is a hallmark of the Saxon method,
ensuring concepts are revisited many times.

Strengths of the Saxon Approach
The primary strength of Saxon Math lies in its mastery-based approach. For students who
need consistent reinforcement, this method can be incredibly effective in building a solid
understanding and preventing knowledge gaps. The incremental nature of the lessons
makes it feel less overwhelming, as students are not bombarded with too much new
information at once. Many parents appreciate the clear, step-by-step instruction and the
built-in review, which provides tangible evidence of progress. This can be particularly
helpful for students who struggle with math anxiety, as the predictability and repetition
can build confidence over time.

Potential Challenges with Saxon Math
While effective for many, Saxon Math might not be the ideal fit for every child. Some
students can find the extensive review repetitive and potentially boring, leading to
disengagement. The pace, while incremental, can sometimes feel slow for advanced
learners who might grasp concepts more quickly. Additionally, the emphasis on procedural
fluency might, for some students, overshadow the development of deeper conceptual
understanding or flexible problem-solving skills. The workbook-heavy nature also means a
lot of independent work, which might require significant parental involvement for younger
learners.

Math with Confidence: A Closer Look

Math with Confidence, developed by Kate Snow, offers a refreshing alternative for many
homeschooling families. It emphasizes understanding the "why" behind math concepts,
using manipulatives, games, and real-world applications to make learning more engaging
and memorable. This program aims to build a strong intuitive grasp of math, fostering
confidence and a positive relationship with the subject. It’s designed to be flexible and
adaptable to individual student needs.

Lesson Structure and Content
Math with Confidence lessons are often shorter and more focused on exploration and
understanding than on rote practice. They typically involve hands-on activities, games, and



discussions that help students visualize and internalize mathematical concepts. While
review is present, it's often integrated more organically into new lessons or presented in
varied ways rather than through extensive drills. The curriculum encourages parents to be
facilitators, guiding their children through discovery rather than simply delivering
instruction.

Strengths of the Math with Confidence Approach
The greatest strength of Math with Confidence is its focus on conceptual understanding
and making math enjoyable. For students who are easily discouraged by traditional math
methods or who benefit from a hands-on, visual approach, this program can be
transformative. It helps students develop a deeper, more intuitive understanding of
mathematical principles, which can lead to greater flexibility in problem-solving. The
program also aims to reduce math anxiety by creating a more relaxed and encouraging
learning environment. Many parents find it to be a less stressful and more joyful way to
teach math at home.

Potential Challenges with Math with Confidence
One potential challenge with Math with Confidence is that it might require more parental
preparation and creativity to implement effectively, especially if parents are not
comfortable with math themselves. While the program is designed to be parent-friendly,
some parents may prefer a more teacher-directed script. Also, for students who excel with
highly structured, repetitive practice, the more flexible approach might feel less concrete,
and they might require additional practice outside of the core lessons to achieve mastery
at the same pace as a Saxon-trained student. Advanced students might also find the early
lessons to be too basic if they already have a strong conceptual foundation.

Key Differences in Approach

The contrast between Saxon Math and Math with Confidence becomes stark when
examining their fundamental teaching methodologies. While both aim for mathematical
proficiency, the paths they take are quite different, catering to different learning
preferences and educational philosophies. Understanding these core divergences is
paramount in making the right choice for your family.

Incremental vs. Conceptual Focus
Saxon Math's hallmark is its incremental approach, introducing concepts in very small
doses and reinforcing them through constant review. This is akin to building a wall brick
by brick, ensuring each brick is perfectly placed before adding the next. Math with
Confidence, conversely, focuses more on building a deep conceptual understanding,
aiming for students to grasp the interconnectedness of mathematical ideas. This is more
like understanding the blueprint of a building and how all the parts fit together to create a
stable structure.



Rote Practice vs. Hands-On Exploration
Saxon Math relies heavily on rote practice and repetition to achieve mastery. Students
work through many problems, reinforcing the procedural steps. Math with Confidence,
however, emphasizes hands-on exploration, games, and visual aids. It’s about engaging
multiple senses and learning through doing and discovering, fostering a more intuitive
understanding. Imagine learning to bake by following a strict recipe step-by-step versus
understanding the chemical reactions and flavor profiles that make the cake delicious.

Teacher-Led vs. Parent-Facilitated Learning
While both can be used in a homeschool setting, Saxon Math often lends itself to a more
teacher-led delivery, with clear instructions and practice sets. Math with Confidence, on
the other hand, encourages parents to act more as facilitators, guiding discovery and
encouraging critical thinking. The parent becomes a partner in the learning process,
fostering a collaborative environment rather than a purely instructional one.

Curriculum Structure and Progression

The way a curriculum is structured and how it progresses through mathematical topics
can significantly impact a student's learning experience. Both Saxon Math and Math with
Confidence offer distinct organizational frameworks that influence the learning journey.
Examining this structure will reveal how each program builds mathematical knowledge
over time.

Saxon Math's Spiral Approach
Saxon Math employs a spiral curriculum. This means that concepts are introduced,
practiced, and then revisited throughout the year. Unlike a linear curriculum that teaches
a topic and moves on permanently, Saxon revisits previously taught material regularly.
This continuous cycling back ensures that concepts are reinforced, helping students retain
knowledge long-term. For example, a concept introduced in lesson 10 might reappear in
lessons 15, 20, and 30, solidifying its place in the student's understanding.

Math with Confidence's Integrated Learning
Math with Confidence tends to integrate concepts more holistically. While it builds
sequentially, the review is often woven into new lessons or presented through varied
activities rather than dedicated review sessions. The progression focuses on deepening
understanding of a topic before moving to the next related one, ensuring a solid grasp at
each stage. This can feel more like exploring different facets of a single large diamond,
rather than looking at individual facets separately.



Instructional Methods and Pedagogy

The actual methods used to teach mathematics are critical to a student's engagement and
comprehension. The pedagogical approaches of Saxon Math and Math with Confidence
are quite different, influencing how lessons are delivered and how students interact with
the material.

Direct Instruction and Practice in Saxon Math
Saxon Math relies heavily on direct instruction. Lessons are typically scripted for the
teacher, outlining what to say and do. This is followed by guided practice, where the
teacher works through examples with the student, and then independent practice, where
the student applies what they’ve learned. The emphasis is on clear, concise explanations
and sufficient practice to ensure procedural fluency.

Hands-On Activities and Discovery in Math with
Confidence
Math with Confidence champions hands-on learning. It incorporates manipulatives, games,
real-world scenarios, and visual aids to help students explore mathematical concepts. The
pedagogy encourages discovery and problem-solving through experimentation and
discussion. The parent acts as a guide, posing questions and facilitating the learning
process rather than delivering a lecture. This approach aims to make math tangible and
relatable.

Practice and Assessment

How a curriculum handles practice and assessment plays a vital role in tracking student
progress and identifying areas that may need more attention. Both Saxon Math and Math
with Confidence have distinct methods for ensuring students are solidifying their learning.

Saxon Math: Daily Practice and Cumulative Tests
Practice is a cornerstone of the Saxon Math program. Students complete daily practice
sets that include problems from current lessons and extensive review of previous material.
Assessment typically involves chapter tests and cumulative tests that cover all material
learned up to that point. This rigorous assessment strategy ensures that students are
retaining knowledge over the long term. The sheer volume of practice problems is
designed to build fluency and accuracy.



Math with Confidence: Varied Practice and Ongoing
Observation
Math with Confidence offers varied practice, often integrated into games and activities.
Assessment is more about ongoing observation and understanding of concepts rather than
solely relying on test scores. While there are opportunities for assessment, the focus is on
the student's ability to explain their reasoning and apply concepts flexibly. This approach
aims to assess true understanding rather than just the ability to perform calculations.

Target Audience and Learning Styles

Every student is unique, and their learning style should be a primary consideration when
selecting a math curriculum. Saxon Math and Math with Confidence tend to appeal to
different types of learners and educational philosophies.

Ideal Students for Saxon Math
Saxon Math is often a great fit for students who thrive on routine, structure, and
repetition. Children who need a predictable daily schedule and benefit from consistent
review will likely do well. It's also a strong choice for students who tend to struggle with
math anxiety, as the incremental approach and ample practice can build confidence
through mastery. Students who are diligent workers and prefer a more direct, teacher-led
approach will also find Saxon Math to be a good match.

Ideal Students for Math with Confidence
Math with Confidence is excellent for students who learn best through hands-on activities,
visual aids, and interactive methods. Children who are curious, enjoy problem-solving, and
benefit from making connections to the real world will likely flourish with this curriculum.
It's also a wonderful option for students who may have developed math anxiety with other
methods, as it aims to foster a positive and joyful learning experience. Parents who want
to be actively involved in facilitating their child's discovery will also find this program
rewarding.

Effectiveness and Outcomes

Ultimately, the effectiveness of a math curriculum is measured by the outcomes it
produces in students. Both Saxon Math and Math with Confidence have track records of
success, but they achieve these results through different pathways.



Saxon Math's Proven Track Record
Saxon Math has been used by millions of students and is credited with producing many
mathematically proficient individuals. Its strength lies in building a solid foundation of
arithmetic skills and algebraic concepts, preparing students well for higher-level
mathematics. The consistent review ensures that students rarely forget foundational
principles, making them well-prepared for standardized tests and subsequent math
courses.

Math with Confidence's Focus on Deep Understanding
Math with Confidence aims to cultivate a deeper, more conceptual understanding of
mathematics. Students who use this curriculum often develop strong problem-solving
skills and a genuine appreciation for math. The confidence gained through engaging
lessons and successful exploration can lead to a lifelong positive relationship with
mathematics, which is a valuable outcome in itself. This approach fosters a student's
ability to think critically and adapt to new mathematical challenges.

Choosing the Right Program for Your Child

Deciding between Saxon Math and Math with Confidence involves a thoughtful
consideration of your child's individual needs, your family's educational philosophy, and
your desired outcomes. There isn't a one-size-fits-all answer, and the best choice depends
on what will most effectively foster your child's mathematical growth and confidence.

Assessing Your Child's Learning Style
Take a moment to observe how your child learns best. Do they prefer structured, step-by-
step instructions, or do they thrive on exploration and hands-on activities? Are they
motivated by routine and consistent practice, or do they respond better to engaging games
and real-world applications? Understanding these preferences is crucial. If your child is a
kinesthetic or visual learner who gets bored easily with worksheets, Math with Confidence
might be a better fit. If they are a student who needs constant reinforcement to feel secure
and master concepts, Saxon Math could be the more appropriate choice.

Considering Your Teaching Style and Resources
Your own comfort level with teaching math and the amount of time you have for lesson
preparation are also important factors. Saxon Math often comes with more structured
teacher’s manuals and scripted lessons, which can be very helpful for parents who want a
clear roadmap. Math with Confidence might require more parental involvement in
facilitating activities and guiding discovery, which can be a rewarding experience for
parents who enjoy a more interactive teaching role. Ensure you have the resources and
inclination to implement the chosen program effectively.



The Importance of Trial and Observation
Ultimately, the best way to know which program is right is often through trial. Many
homeschooling families purchase the first few lessons or a sample of a curriculum to see
how it works in practice. Observe your child's engagement, their understanding, and their
attitude towards math. Are they excited to learn, or are they resistant? Do they seem to be
grasping the concepts, or are they struggling? Trust your instincts and your observations
of your child's progress and overall well-being throughout the learning process. The goal
is not just to teach math, but to cultivate a lifelong love and understanding of it.

FAQ

Q: Which curriculum is better for a child who struggles
with math anxiety?
A: Math with Confidence is often recommended for children experiencing math anxiety. Its
focus on conceptual understanding, hands-on activities, and a more relaxed, joyful
approach can help reduce stress and build a positive relationship with math. Saxon Math,
while building confidence through mastery, can sometimes feel overwhelming due to its
intensity if not carefully managed.

Q: Does Saxon Math or Math with Confidence better
prepare students for standardized tests?
A: Saxon Math's rigorous practice and cumulative review are often seen as beneficial for
standardized test preparation due to its emphasis on procedural fluency and retention of a
wide range of concepts. Math with Confidence builds a strong conceptual foundation,
which is also valuable, but may require supplementary practice for specific test formats.

Q: Which program is more parent-intensive?
A: Math with Confidence can be more parent-intensive in terms of preparation and
facilitation, as it encourages hands-on exploration and discovery. Saxon Math provides
more scripted lessons, which can make it feel more like a traditional teacher-led program,
potentially requiring less on-the-fly planning from the parent.

Q: Can I use Saxon Math if my child is a visual or hands-
on learner?
A: While Saxon Math is primarily instruction-based, parents can supplement it with
manipulatives and visual aids to cater to visual or hands-on learners. However, Math with
Confidence is inherently designed with these learning styles in mind and integrates them
more naturally into the curriculum.



Q: Is Math with Confidence suitable for advanced
learners?
A: Math with Confidence can be used for advanced learners, but parents may need to
supplement with enrichment activities or move through the levels at a faster pace. Some
parents find that advanced learners may outgrow the core program more quickly or
require additional challenging material.

Q: What is the typical cost difference between Saxon
Math and Math with Confidence?
A: The cost can vary depending on the specific levels and components purchased.
Generally, both programs represent a moderate investment. It's advisable to compare the
prices of full kits, including workbooks, teacher guides, and any necessary manipulatives,
for the specific grade levels you are considering.

Q: Does Saxon Math offer online components?
A: Yes, Saxon Math has various online resources and digital versions available, which can
offer interactive elements and additional support for students and parents.

Q: How does the pace of Math with Confidence compare
to Saxon Math?
A: Math with Confidence generally moves at a slightly slower pace, focusing on ensuring
deep understanding of each concept before moving on. Saxon Math introduces new
concepts incrementally and revisits them frequently, which can feel faster to some but
requires consistent daily practice.
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