
what is saxon math curriculum

Understanding the Saxon Math Curriculum: A Comprehensive Guide

what is saxon math curriculum is a question many parents and educators seek
to answer when exploring different pedagogical approaches to mathematics
education. For decades, Saxon Math has been a prominent fixture in
homeschooling and private school settings, recognized for its distinctive
methodology. This approach is built upon a foundation of incremental
learning, constant review, and a gradual progression through mathematical
concepts. Instead of covering broad topics in large chunks, Saxon Math breaks
down complex ideas into manageable steps, ensuring that students solidify
their understanding before moving on. This structured, cumulative learning
process is designed to build a strong, lasting grasp of mathematical
principles. We will delve into the core philosophy behind Saxon Math, its
pedagogical strategies, its different levels, and what makes it a unique
choice for many learners.
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The Core Philosophy of Saxon Math

At its heart, the Saxon Math curriculum is driven by a philosophy of mastery
through incremental steps and relentless practice. John Saxon, the creator,
believed that children learn best when concepts are introduced slowly,
thoroughly explained, and then reviewed frequently. This isn't about rushing
through material; it's about ensuring that each building block of
mathematical understanding is firmly in place before adding the next. Think
of it like constructing a sturdy house – you wouldn't start building the
second floor before the first is solid, would you? Saxon Math applies this
same principle to numbers and equations.

This philosophy is deeply rooted in the idea that consistent reinforcement is
key to long-term retention. Rather than learning a concept and then moving on
to an entirely different topic, students in a Saxon Math program will revisit
previously learned material regularly. This constant exposure helps to embed
the knowledge and skills into their long-term memory, preventing the common



phenomenon of "teaching to the test" where students might understand a
concept for a short period but then quickly forget it. This cumulative
approach fosters a deep sense of confidence as students see their own
progress and ability grow over time.

Key Pedagogical Strategies of the Saxon Math
Curriculum

Several distinct pedagogical strategies define the Saxon Math curriculum and
contribute to its unique approach. One of the most prominent is incremental
development. This means that new concepts are introduced in small, digestible
pieces. Instead of a single lesson covering multiple new ideas, a new concept
might be introduced in one lesson and then revisited and built upon in
subsequent lessons. This careful pacing prevents students from becoming
overwhelmed and allows for thorough understanding at each stage.

Another cornerstone of the Saxon method is continuous review. This is
arguably what sets Saxon Math apart the most. Almost every lesson includes
practice problems that cover concepts learned in previous lessons, weeks, or
even months. This constant revisiting ensures that students don't forget what
they've already mastered. It's like a regular tune-up for their math skills,
keeping everything sharp and ready. This consistent exposure builds
confidence and reduces the anxiety that can come with encountering new
material without adequate reinforcement.

Furthermore, Saxon Math emphasizes problem-solving as an integral part of
every lesson. Students are not just asked to memorize formulas; they are
challenged to apply what they learn to solve a variety of problems. The
lessons themselves are structured to guide students through the problem-
solving process, often starting with simpler applications and gradually
moving to more complex ones. This hands-on application solidifies their
understanding and prepares them for real-world mathematical challenges.

The curriculum also utilizes a consistent lesson format. Each lesson
typically begins with a warm-up activity, followed by instruction on a new
concept, and then a set of practice problems that include both new material
and review. This predictability creates a comfortable learning environment
for students, allowing them to focus on the mathematical content rather than
trying to figure out the lesson structure. This structured environment is
particularly beneficial for students who thrive on routine and clear
expectations.

Finally, Saxon Math often employs a multi-sensory approach. While the core of
the curriculum is paper-based, the emphasis on clear explanations and varied
practice problems aims to engage different learning styles. The instruction
is typically delivered in a clear, concise manner, and the practice problems
often require students to think critically about how to apply the concepts.
This combination of explicit instruction and varied practice helps to cater
to a wider range of learners.



Incremental Development

The incremental development in Saxon Math means that each new concept is
broken down into its smallest logical components. Imagine learning to build
with LEGOs; you wouldn't try to build a castle in one go. Instead, you'd
start with a foundation, add a few walls, then a tower, and so on. Saxon Math
does the same with mathematical ideas. A new skill might be introduced in a
short segment, and then the next few lessons will build on that skill with
slight variations or by combining it with previously learned concepts. This
approach prevents the frustration of encountering too much new information at
once and builds a strong foundation for more advanced learning.

Continuous Review and Practice

This is the hallmark of the Saxon approach. You'll find that nearly every
assignment includes problems from lessons taught months prior. This isn't
busywork; it's deliberate reinforcement. It ensures that students don't just
learn a concept for a week and then forget it. Instead, the constant
revisiting keeps those math muscles strong and readily accessible. It’s like
going to the gym regularly; you maintain your fitness. For math, this means
students are less likely to struggle with forgotten foundational skills when
tackling new, more complex topics.

Problem Solving Emphasis

Saxon Math doesn't just teach procedures; it teaches thinking. Students are
consistently presented with problems that require them to apply the concepts
they've learned. The lessons are structured to guide them through the
process, moving from direct instruction to guided practice and then
independent application. This fosters a deeper understanding of why math
works, not just how to get the answer. They learn to approach problems
strategically, building confidence in their ability to tackle unfamiliar
challenges.

Saxon Math Grade Levels and Structure

The Saxon Math curriculum is meticulously designed to align with grade
levels, providing a clear progression from kindergarten through high school.
Each level is built upon the previous one, ensuring a cohesive and continuous
learning journey. The program typically starts with foundational concepts for
younger learners and gradually introduces more abstract and complex
mathematical ideas as students advance. This structured progression is key to
its mastery-based philosophy.

For elementary grades (Kindergarten through 5th/6th grade), the focus is on
building essential number sense, arithmetic skills, and basic geometry. The
lessons are often presented in a very engaging and hands-on manner, with an
emphasis on visual aids and manipulatives to help young learners grasp
abstract concepts. The daily lesson format remains consistent, reinforcing
the learning habits established early on.

As students move into middle school (typically 6th/7th through 8th grade),



the curriculum begins to incorporate pre-algebraic concepts, more advanced
fractions and decimals, and a deeper dive into geometry. The pace may pick up
slightly, but the core principles of incremental development and continuous
review remain. Algebra I, Algebra II, and Geometry are core components of the
middle and high school years, preparing students for higher mathematics.

High school offerings extend to advanced algebra, trigonometry, and calculus,
often presented in a way that continues to build upon the foundational skills
and problem-solving strategies honed in earlier grades. The comprehensive
nature of the curriculum means that students who progress through Saxon Math
from elementary school are generally well-prepared for the rigors of college-
level mathematics.

Elementary School Saxon Math

The early years of Saxon Math are designed to be a gentle introduction to the
world of numbers. Lessons are typically short, focused, and filled with
opportunities for practice and reinforcement. You'll find lots of visual
aids, games, and hands-on activities to make learning fun and accessible for
young minds. The goal here is to build a solid foundation of arithmetic,
including addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, along with an
understanding of place value and basic shapes.

Middle School Saxon Math

As students enter middle school, Saxon Math starts to bridge the gap between
elementary arithmetic and abstract algebra. Concepts like pre-algebra,
introductory geometry, and more complex operations with fractions and
decimals are introduced. The structure of daily lessons continues, but the
mathematical concepts become more challenging, requiring students to apply
their foundational skills in new and more intricate ways. This phase is
crucial for preparing them for high school math courses.

High School Saxon Math

The high school Saxon Math curriculum is designed to provide a robust
foundation for college-bound students. It typically includes courses like
Algebra I, Algebra II, Geometry, and Trigonometry. The emphasis on problem-
solving and continuous review continues, ensuring that students are not only
learning new material but also retaining and applying previously learned
concepts. For those pursuing STEM fields, Saxon Math aims to equip students
with the necessary mathematical fluency and critical thinking skills.

Who is the Saxon Math Curriculum Best Suited
For?

The Saxon Math curriculum often shines for students who benefit from a
structured, predictable, and repetitive learning environment. Children who
thrive on routine, enjoy seeing their progress through consistent practice,
and appreciate a clear, step-by-step approach often do exceptionally well
with Saxon Math. It’s particularly popular among homeschooling families who



appreciate the all-in-one nature of the kits and the clear guidance provided
for parents.

Students who have struggled with math in the past and need a solid foundation
might also find Saxon Math beneficial. The incremental nature and constant
review help to fill any gaps in understanding and build confidence. It's not
about rote memorization, but rather about building a deep, internalized
understanding of mathematical principles through consistent application. This
can be a game-changer for students who have felt lost or discouraged by more
abstract or fast-paced math programs.

However, it's important to note that Saxon Math might not be the perfect fit
for every child. Students who prefer a more discovery-based or project-
oriented approach to learning might find the structured nature less engaging.
It’s always a good idea to consider your child's individual learning style
and preferences when choosing any curriculum.

Comparing Saxon Math to Other Math Curricula

When you compare Saxon Math to other popular math curricula, its
distinctiveness becomes quite clear. Many contemporary math programs
emphasize conceptual understanding through exploration, open-ended problems,
and real-world applications from the outset. These often use manipulatives
extensively and encourage group work and discussion. While these methods are
valuable, they can sometimes lack the explicit, systematic review that Saxon
Math provides.

Saxon Math, on the other hand, prioritizes explicit instruction and mastery
through practice and repetition. While it does incorporate problem-solving,
the primary engine of learning is the structured, incremental approach
combined with constant review. This can be seen as a more traditional,
foundational approach to mathematics. Some curricula might introduce a topic,
teach it, and then move on, expecting students to retain it with less direct
reinforcement. Saxon Math ensures that those concepts are revisited time and
time again.

The pacing is another significant differentiator. Saxon Math’s slower, more
deliberate pace is designed to build a very strong foundation. Other
curricula might cover more material more quickly, assuming a higher degree of
prior knowledge or a faster learning curve. This is why it's crucial to
understand that "better" is subjective; it depends entirely on the learner.
If a student needs strong, consistent reinforcement and a clear path, Saxon
Math is a strong contender. If a student thrives on exploration and less
structured learning, other options might be more suitable.

Benefits of Using the Saxon Math Approach

One of the most significant benefits of the Saxon Math approach is the
exceptional retention it fosters. Because of the constant review and
incremental development, students tend to remember mathematical concepts and
skills for the long term. This isn't just about passing tests; it's about
building a durable understanding that serves them well in future academic



endeavors and life beyond the classroom. They develop a robust toolkit of
mathematical skills that are readily accessible when needed.

Another major advantage is the confidence it builds in students. As they
consistently succeed at practice problems, many of which are reviews of
previously mastered material, they develop a strong sense of accomplishment
and competence. This reduces math anxiety and encourages a more positive
attitude towards the subject. The predictable structure also contributes to
this confidence, as students know what to expect and how to approach their
learning.

The curriculum's clear structure and detailed lesson plans also make it an
attractive option for homeschooling parents or teachers seeking a
straightforward, easy-to-implement program. The teacher's editions often
provide thorough explanations, answers, and suggestions for teaching the
material, reducing the burden on the educator to create their own lesson
plans. This makes it a highly accessible and manageable curriculum for those
who may not have extensive formal math teaching experience.

Finally, the emphasis on problem-solving, even within the review framework,
prepares students for higher-level mathematics. By continually applying
concepts in different contexts, they develop critical thinking skills and a
deeper appreciation for how mathematical principles work. This foundational
strength is what allows them to tackle more complex challenges with greater
ease and less apprehension as they progress through their academic careers.

Common Criticisms and Considerations

Despite its many strengths, the Saxon Math curriculum is not without its
criticisms. One of the most frequent observations is that the program can
feel repetitive or drill-like to some students, especially those who are
highly advanced or learn at a much faster pace. The constant review, while
beneficial for retention, can sometimes feel slow or monotonous for learners
who quickly grasp new concepts and are ready to move on to more challenging
material.

Some critics also argue that the curriculum can be less engaging for
kinesthetic or visual learners who might benefit more from highly interactive
or discovery-based learning. While Saxon Math does employ some visual aids,
its core strength lies in its structured, text-based approach to instruction
and practice. This means that educators might need to supplement with
additional hands-on activities or manipulatives to fully cater to diverse
learning styles.

Another consideration is the potential for students to become overly reliant
on the specific methods taught in Saxon Math. While mastery is the goal, some
worry that students might struggle to adapt to different teaching styles or
problem-solving approaches encountered in other educational settings or
standardized tests that don't align perfectly with the Saxon methodology.
It’s important for educators to be aware of this and to ensure students can
generalize their learning.

Finally, the cost of Saxon Math materials can be a significant factor for
some families. The comprehensive kits, which often include student workbooks,



teacher’s editions, and manipulatives, can represent a considerable
investment. While the durability and comprehensiveness of the materials are
often praised, the initial outlay is something to consider when budgeting for
educational resources.

The Issue of Repetitiveness

The structured review process in Saxon Math, while a strength for retention,
is also a common point of criticism. Some students, particularly those who
are mathematically gifted or have a quick learning pace, might find the daily
review of previously learned concepts to be tedious. This can lead to boredom
and a lack of engagement if not managed properly. It’s a fine line between
reinforcing knowledge and creating a sense of drudgery.

Learning Style Adaptability

While Saxon Math provides clear instruction, its format tends to be more
traditional and text-based. Students who are highly visual, kinesthetic, or
prefer a more discovery-oriented learning approach might find it less
stimulating than curricula that heavily integrate manipulatives, games, and
open-ended exploration. Educators using Saxon Math often find it beneficial
to supplement with additional hands-on activities to cater to a broader range
of learning styles.

Potential for Method Rigidity

A concern sometimes raised is that students who exclusively use Saxon Math
might become so accustomed to its specific approach that they find it
challenging to adapt to different teaching methodologies or problem-solving
strategies encountered in other contexts, such as college courses or
different standardized tests. The curriculum's strength in building a deep
understanding of its own methods could, for some, lead to a less flexible
approach to mathematics.

Frequently Asked Questions about Saxon Math
Curriculum

Q: What makes the Saxon Math curriculum different
from other math programs?
A: The Saxon Math curriculum is distinct due to its core philosophy of
incremental development and continuous review. Unlike many programs that
introduce a topic and move on, Saxon Math breaks down concepts into very
small steps and then revisits them frequently through practice problems,
ensuring long-term retention and mastery.



Q: Is Saxon Math good for students who struggle with
math?
A: Yes, Saxon Math can be very beneficial for students who struggle with
math. Its incremental approach prevents students from being overwhelmed, and
the constant review helps to solidify understanding and build confidence by
ensuring that foundational concepts are not forgotten.

Q: What are the main components of a Saxon Math
curriculum kit?
A: A typical Saxon Math curriculum kit includes a student textbook, a student
practice book (which contains the daily problem sets), and a teacher's
edition. The teacher's edition provides detailed lesson plans, answers to all
problems, and often includes teaching suggestions and background information.

Q: Is Saxon Math suitable for homeschooling families?
A: Absolutely. Saxon Math is one of the most popular choices for
homeschooling families. Its structured format, clear lesson progression, and
comprehensive teacher's editions make it relatively easy for parents to
implement and guide their children through the curriculum.

Q: Does Saxon Math use manipulatives?
A: While Saxon Math's primary strength is its structured, text-based
instruction and practice, it does incorporate some visual aids and
suggestions for using manipulatives, especially in the elementary grades.
However, it is generally not considered a manipulative-heavy curriculum
compared to some other educational philosophies.

Q: How does Saxon Math prepare students for
standardized tests?
A: The rigorous practice and continuous review embedded in the Saxon Math
curriculum are designed to build strong mathematical skills and problem-
solving abilities. This thorough preparation, which emphasizes mastery of
concepts, generally positions students well for a variety of standardized
tests that assess mathematical proficiency.

Q: Can Saxon Math be considered a traditional or a
progressive math curriculum?
A: Saxon Math is generally considered a more traditional math curriculum. Its
emphasis on direct instruction, systematic practice, and incremental mastery
aligns with traditional pedagogical approaches, as opposed to more
progressive, discovery-based, or constructivist methods.
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