
Focus 

Focus means significantly narrowing the scope of content in each grade so that students achieve at  

higher levels and experience more deeply that which remains.  We have come to see “narrowing” as a bad 

word—and it is a bad word, if it means cutting arts programs and language programs. But math has swelled in 

this country. The standards are telling us that math actually needs to lose a few pounds. 

 

The strong focus of the Standards in early grades is arithmetic along with the components of measurement 

that support it. That includes the concepts underlying arithmetic, the skills of arithmetic computation, and the 

ability to apply arithmetic to solve problems and put arithmetic to engaging uses. Arithmetic in the K–5 

standards is an important life skill, as well as a thinking subject and a rehearsal for algebra in the middle 

grades. 

 

Focus remains important through the middle and high school grades in order to prepare students for college 

and careers. National surveys have repeatedly concluded that postsecondary instructors value greater mastery 

of a smaller set of prerequisites over shallow exposure to a wide array of topics, so that students can build on 

what they know and apply what they know to solve substantial problems. 

 

Coherence 

Coherence is about making math make sense. Mathematics is not a list of disconnected tricks or mnemonics. It 

is an elegant subject in which powerful knowledge results from reasoning with a small number of principles 

such as place value and properties of operations. The Standards define progressions of learning that leverage 

these principles as they build knowledge over the grades. 

 

Coherence has to do with connections between topics. Vertical connections are crucial: these are the links 

from one grade to the next that allow students to progress in their mathematical education. For example, a 

kindergarten student might add two numbers using a “count all” strategy, but grade 1 students are expected 

to use “counting on” and more sophisticated strategies. It is critical to think across grades and examine the 

progressions in the standards to see how major content develops over time. 

 

The Standards do not specify the progression of material within a single grade, but coherence across grades 

also depends on having careful, deliberate, and progressive development of ideas within each grade. Some 

examples of this can be seen in the Progressions documents. For example, it would not make sense to address 

cluster 8.EE.B (understanding the connections between proportional relationships, lines, and linear equations) 

before addressing triangle similarity, as ideas of triangle similarity underlie the very definition of the slope of a 

line in the coordinate plane. 

 

Connections at a single grade level can be used to improve focus, by closely linking secondary topics to the 

major work of the grade. For example, in grade 3, bar graphs are not “just another topic to cover.” Rather, the 

standard about bar graphs asks students to use information presented in bar graphs to solve word problems 

using the four operations of arithmetic. Instead of allowing bar graphs to detract from the focus on arithmetic, 

the Standards are showing how bar graphs can be positioned in support of the major work of the grade. In this 

way coherence can support focus. 
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The Structure is the Standards 
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You have just purchased an expensive Grecian urn and asked the dealer to ship it to your house.  He 

picks up a hammer, shatters it into pieces, and explains that he will send one piece a day in an  envelope for the 

next year. You object; he says “don’t worry, I’ll make sure that you get every single  piece, and the markings are 

clear, so you’ll be able to glue them all back together. I’ve got it covered.”  Absurd, no? But this is the way 

many school systems require teachers to deliver mathematics to their  students; one piece (i.e. one standard) 

at a time. They promise their customers (the taxpayers) that  by the end of the year they will have “covered” 

the standards. 

In the Common Core State Standards, individual statements of what students are expected to 

understand and be able to do are embedded within domain headings and cluster headings designed to convey 

the structure of the subject. “The Standards” refers to all elements of the design—the wording of domain 

headings, cluster headings, and individual statements; the text of the grade level introductions and high school 

category descriptions; the placement of the standards for mathematical practice at each grade level. 

The pieces are designed to fit together, and the standards document fits them together, presenting a 

coherent whole where the connections within grades and the flows of ideas across grades are as visible as the 

story depicted on the urn.  

The analogy with the urn only goes so far; the Standards are a policy document, after all, not a work of 

art. In common with the urn, however, the Standards were crafted to reward study on multiple levels: from 

close inspection of details, to a coherent grasp of the whole. Specific phrases in specific standards are worth 

study and can carry important meaning; yet this meaning is also importantly shaped by the cluster heading in 

which the standard is found. At higher levels, domain headings give structure to the subject matter of the 

discipline, and the practices’ yearly refrain communicates the varieties of expertise which study of the 

discipline develops in an educated person. 

Fragmenting the Standards into individual standards, or individual bits of standards, erases all these 

relationships and produces a sum of parts that is decidedly less than the whole. Arranging the Standards into 

new categories also breaks their structure. It constitutes a remixing of the Standards.  There is meaning in the 

cluster headings and domain names that is not contained in the numbered statements beneath them. Remove 

or reword those headings and you have changed the meaning of the Standards; you now have different 

Standards; you have not adopted the Common Core. 

Sometimes a remix is as good as or better than the original. Maybe there are 50 remixes, adapted to 

the preferences of each individual state (although we doubt there are 50 good ones). Be that as it may, a remix 

of a work is not the same as the original work, and with 50 remixes we would not have common standards; we 

would have the same situation we had before the Common Core. 

[…] 

This is a basic condition of teaching and should not be ignored in the name of standards. Nearly every 

student has more to learn about the mathematics referenced by standards from earlier grades. Indeed, it is 

the nature of mathematics that much new learning is about extending knowledge from prior learning to new 

situations. For this reason, teachers need to understand the progressions in the standards so they can see 

where individual students and groups of students are coming from, and where they are heading. But 

progressions disappear when standards are torn out of context and taught as isolated events. 
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