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Why is Saxon Math Hated? Unpacking the Controversies and Criticisms

why is saxon math hated is a question that echoes through many homeschooling
and educational forums, often sparking passionate debate. While many families
find success with the Saxon Math curriculum, a significant portion voices
strong opposition, citing specific pedagogical approaches and implementation
challenges. This article delves into the core reasons behind this widespread
discontent, exploring the curriculum's unique structure, its reliance on rote
memorization versus conceptual understanding, the perceived lack of engaging
content, and the frustrations experienced by both students and educators. We
will examine the common criticisms leveled against Saxon Math, such as its
incremental approach, the pace of introduction of new concepts, and its
perceived rigidity. By understanding these points of contention, parents and
educators can make more informed decisions about whether Saxon Math is the
right fit for their specific learning environment.
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The Saxon Math Approach: A Closer Look at the
Controversy

Saxon Math, developed by John Saxon, has carved a distinctive niche in the
educational landscape, particularly within the homeschooling community. Its
philosophy is rooted in a belief that mastery comes through consistent
repetition and a gradual, incremental introduction of new concepts. This
approach, often termed "spiraling," means that students revisit topics
repeatedly throughout the year, reinforcing learning. However, it's precisely
this structured, repetitive nature that becomes a major point of contention
for many. Critics argue that while repetition can lead to memorization, it
doesn't always translate to deep conceptual understanding or the ability to
apply knowledge in novel situations. The curriculum's design prioritizes
building a strong foundation through constant review, which, for some, feels
more like an endless loop of the same material rather than forward
progression.

One of the most frequently cited aspects of Saxon Math is its dense problem
sets. Students are often presented with a significant number of practice

problems in each lesson, a substantial portion of which are review problems
from previous lessons. While the intent is undoubtedly to solidify learning



and prevent knowledge decay, the sheer volume can be overwhelming. This can
lead to burnout and a feeling of drudgery, especially for students who don't
immediately grasp a concept. The perceived lack of variety in problem types
can also contribute to a sense of monotony. Instead of engaging in problem-—
solving that requires creative thinking or exploration, students are often
tasked with solving similar problems repeatedly, which can feel less like
intellectual stimulation and more like a chore.

Reasons Why Students Struggle with Saxon Math

When we talk about why is Saxon Math hated, student struggles are at the
forefront. A primary reason for this is the curriculum's emphasis on rote
memorization and procedural fluency. While these skills are undeniably
important in mathematics, critics argue that Saxon Math can sometimes fall
short in fostering genuine conceptual understanding. Students might become
adept at performing algorithms or recalling formulas, but struggle when asked
to explain why a particular method works or how it connects to broader
mathematical principles. This can lead to a superficial grasp of the
material, where success in the curriculum feels more like a testament to
memory than to true mathematical reasoning.

The pace of the curriculum also presents a challenge for many students. Saxon
Math introduces new concepts gradually, but the constant review of older
material means that a significant portion of each lesson is dedicated to
revisiting topics already covered. For some learners, this can feel slow and
repetitive, leading to boredom and a lack of engagement. Conversely, students
who grasp concepts quickly might feel held back, waiting for the rest of the
class or their peers to catch up. This "one-size—-fits—-all" approach, while
aiming for thoroughness, can inadvertently alienate students at different
ends of the learning spectrum.

The Incremental Approach and Its Drawbacks

The incremental approach of Saxon Math is its defining characteristic, and
it's also a significant source of criticism. The curriculum breaks down
mathematical concepts into very small, manageable steps, introducing them one
at a time and then revisiting them frequently. The idea is to build mastery
through consistent reinforcement. However, this "little and often" strategy
can feel painstakingly slow for some students. They might spend weeks or even
months on a particular topic before moving on to something new. While this is
intended to prevent gaps in understanding, it can also lead to a lack of
momentum and a feeling that the curriculum is not progressing quickly enough.

Moreover, the extensive review inherent in the incremental approach means
that a large percentage of the homework problems are often dedicated to
previously learned material. While this is designed to ensure retention, it
can also lead to frustration. Students who feel they have mastered a concept
may resent spending valuable time on problems they perceive as easy or
redundant. This can drain their enthusiasm for math and create a negative
association with the subject. The argument is that while mastery is
important, the method employed by Saxon Math, with its heavy reliance on
repetition, can sometimes overshadow the joy of learning and discovery.



Lack of Conceptual Depth and Engagement

Another common complaint is that Saxon Math sometimes sacrifices conceptual
depth for procedural practice. While students may learn how to solve
problems, they may not fully understand why those methods work. The
curriculum's structure, with its focus on step-by-step instruction and
immediate application, can leave less room for exploration, intuition, and
the development of deeper mathematical reasoning. For example, when
introducing fractions, a student might learn the steps for adding fractions
with unlike denominators, but may not fully grasp the underlying concept of
finding a common denominator as representing equal-sized pieces of a whole.
This can create a foundation that is brittle when faced with more complex or
abstract mathematical ideas.

Furthermore, the perceived lack of engaging content is a frequent point of
criticism. The worksheets and exercises, while thorough, can often feel dry
and uninspiring. Students are presented with straightforward problems that,
while mathematically sound, may not capture their imagination or connect to
real-world applications in a compelling way. This can be particularly
challenging for kinesthetic learners or those who thrive on visual aids and
interactive learning experiences. The reliance on textbook-driven instruction
without a strong emphasis on manipulatives, games, or project-based learning
can make the entire math experience feel like a monotonous grind, leading to
disinterest and a diminished love for mathematics.

Parental and Educator Frustrations with Saxon
Math

The reasons why is Saxon Math hated are not solely rooted in student
experience; parents and educators also voice significant frustrations. Many
parents, especially those new to homeschooling or teaching math, find the
Saxon Math methodology demanding and difficult to implement effectively. The
structured nature of the lessons requires a certain level of fidelity to the
program's pacing and content. Deviating from the prescribed path can be
challenging, and understanding how to adapt the material for a struggling or
advanced child requires a deep understanding of the curriculum's internal
logic. Some parents feel that the teacher's manual, while comprehensive, can
be overwhelming and doesn't always provide clear guidance for differentiation
or addressing specific learning difficulties.

Educators, both in traditional classrooms and homeschooling settings, often
struggle with the rigidity of the Saxon Math program. While the spiraling
approach aims for mastery, it can be time-consuming, and fitting it into a
broader curriculum or meeting standardized testing requirements can be a
significant challenge. The sheer volume of practice problems can also be a
concern, as it leaves less time for other subjects or enrichment activities.
Teachers may feel pressured to "cover" the material as presented, even if
they recognize that a particular student would benefit from a different
approach or a deeper dive into a specific concept. This pressure to adhere to
the program's structure can sometimes compromise their pedagogical judgment
and their ability to cater to the diverse needs of their students.



The "One-Size-Fits-All" Dilemma

The "one-size-fits—-all" nature of Saxon Math is a recurrent theme in
criticisms, and it's a significant reason why many find the program
problematic. While the curriculum aims for consistent mastery by revisiting
topics, it doesn't always cater to individual learning paces or styles. For a
student who quickly grasps a concept, the constant review can feel like a
waste of time, leading to boredom and disengagement. They might already
understand the material and be ready to move on to more challenging problems
or new topics. This can stifle their intellectual curiosity and lead to a
feeling of being held back.

Conversely, for students who struggle with a particular concept, the
incremental approach might not be enough. While the concept will be
revisited, the pace at which new information is introduced can still be too
fast for them to truly internalize the material. They might fall behind, and
the constant review of previously taught concepts, while intended to help,
can become a source of anxiety if they haven't yet mastered the foundational
elements. This creates a dilemma: the program aims to ensure everyone learns,
but in practice, it can leave some students bored and others overwhelmed,
neither of which is ideal for fostering a positive learning environment.

Perceived Lack of Flexibility and Adaptability

The structured and prescriptive nature of Saxon Math often leads to
accusations of inflexibility and a lack of adaptability. The program is
designed to be followed in a specific order, with a predetermined amount of
content to be covered each day. For educators who wish to incorporate
supplementary materials, explore topics in greater depth, or cater to the
unique interests of their students, this rigidity can be a major hurdle.
Teachers may feel that they are beholden to the textbook and its sequence,
rather than having the freedom to tailor the learning experience to meet the
diverse needs of their classroom.

This lack of flexibility can also extend to how students learn. Saxon Math
typically relies heavily on pencil-and-paper practice. While this is a wvalid
method, it might not be the most effective for all learners. Students who
benefit from hands-on activities, visual aids, or technology-driven learning
might find the traditional approach less engaging and harder to connect with.
The program's emphasis on the textbook and worksheet format can be seen as a
missed opportunity to incorporate a wider range of pedagogical tools and
strategies that could enhance understanding and retention for a broader
spectrum of students.

Alternatives and Adaptations for Saxon Math

Given the prevalent criticisms, many families seek alternatives or
adaptations to make Saxon Math work for them. Some parents choose to
supplement Saxon Math with other resources that offer a different pedagogical
approach. For instance, they might use a different curriculum for conceptual
understanding or introduce games and activities that make math more engaging
and hands-on. This hybrid approach allows them to leverage the strengths of



Saxon Math, such as its strong review component, while mitigating its
perceived weaknesses in areas like conceptual depth and engagement. It’s
about finding a balance that suits the individual child’s learning style and
needs.

Another strategy is to modify the implementation of Saxon Math itself. This
can involve adjusting the pace, skipping redundant problems, or focusing more
on the conceptual explanations within the lessons. Some educators might
choose to use Saxon Math as a reference or a source of practice problemns,
while delivering the core instruction through their own methods. The key is
to recognize that while Saxon Math provides a framework, it doesn't have to
be followed rigidly. With creative adjustments and a willingness to adapt,
parents and educators can often find ways to make the curriculum more
effective and less frustrating for the students involved.

Conclusion: Navigating the Saxon Math Debate

The debate surrounding Saxon Math is multifaceted, with valid points raised
by both its proponents and its detractors. Understanding why is Saxon Math
hated involves recognizing the distinct pedagogical choices it makes,
particularly its emphasis on incremental learning, repetition, and procedural
fluency. While these elements are designed to build a strong foundation, they
can also lead to challenges related to conceptual understanding, student
engagement, and perceived inflexibility. Ultimately, the effectiveness of
Saxon Math, like any curriculum, is highly dependent on the individual
student, the teacher's implementation, and the specific learning goals. By
exploring the criticisms and considering potential adaptations or
alternatives, parents and educators can navigate this complex topic with a
clearer perspective.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary reason Saxon Math is
criticized for its lack of conceptual understanding?

A: Saxon Math is often criticized for prioritizing rote memorization and
procedural skills over deep conceptual understanding. While students may
learn how to perform algorithms, they might not grasp the underlying
mathematical principles or be able to apply them in novel situations. The
curriculum's structured, repetitive nature can sometimes lead to students
mastering the "how" without fully understanding the "why."

Q: How does the incremental approach of Saxon Math
contribute to student frustration?

A: The incremental approach introduces concepts in very small steps and
revisits them frequently. For students who grasp material quickly, this can
feel slow and repetitive, leading to boredom and a lack of engagement.
Conversely, students who struggle might find the pace too fast to truly
internalize new information, despite the review.



Q: Why do parents and educators find the Saxon Math
curriculum rigid?

A: Saxon Math is designed to be followed in a specific sequence with a
predetermined amount of content. This rigidity can make it challenging for
parents and educators to adapt the curriculum to individual student needs,
incorporate supplementary materials, or explore topics in greater depth.

Q: Is Saxon Math entirely devoid of engaging
elements?

A: While many critics point to a lack of engaging content, the perception of
engagement is subjective. Some students and parents do find the structured
approach and clear progression motivating. However, the curriculum's reliance
on textbook exercises and worksheets is often cited as less engaging than
more interactive or project-based learning methods.

Q: What are some common ways parents adapt Saxon Math
to make it more effective?

A: Parents often adapt Saxon Math by supplementing it with other resources
that focus on conceptual understanding or engagement. This can include using
manipulatives, math games, or different teaching methodologies. They might
also adjust the pace, skip redundant problems, or spend more time on
conceptual explanations.

Q: Does Saxon Math have any benefits that counter the
criticisms?

A: Yes, Saxon Math is praised for its strong emphasis on review and
reinforcement, which can lead to excellent retention and mastery of
foundational skills for many students. Its structured approach provides a
clear roadmap for learning, which can be beneficial for both students and
parents who prefer a predictable learning path.

Q: Can Saxon Math be used effectively in a
traditional classroom setting?

A: While Saxon Math is popular in homeschooling, its use in traditional
classrooms can be more challenging due to pacing requirements, standardized
testing pressures, and the need to cater to a wider range of learning styles
and abilities within a single group. Adaptations are often necessary for
classroom implementation.
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