
On the Road to Common Core State Standards 
July 19, 2012 / Volume 7 / Issue 21 

Content and Practice Standards Define New Roles in Math 
Classrooms 
Nanci Smith 

 

It's an exciting time to be a teacher—we are poised, for perhaps the first time, to make significant change and 

progress in the teaching and learning of math. The new math content standards have been carefully developed to 

build concepts and skills incrementally and developmentally (described in detail in these posts on progressions). 

However, moving from the Common Core State Standards document to the reality of the classroom is no easy task. 

As well-crafted as the content standards are, they are not "ready to go" for the classroom. In fact, no standards 

should be thought of as a scope and sequence or a checklist to be taught from beginning to end. We must create 

units and align resources that not only follow the standards, but also much more importantly, provide appropriate 

depth and conceptual development of the standards. 

The content standards are only one part of your tool kit for successfully implementing the Common Core math 

standards. Integral to the content, and potentially the greatest change for mathematics education, are the Standards 

for Mathematical Practice: 

1. Make sense of problems and persevere in solving them. 

2. Reason abstractly and quantitatively. 

3. Construct viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others. 

4. Model with mathematics. 

5. Use appropriate tools strategically. 

6. Attend to precision. 

7. Look for and make use of structure. 

8. Look for and express regularity in repeated reasoning. 

These eight standards describe how all K–12 students are supposed to interact with mathematics, and they are 

based on previous research from the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the National Research Council, 

and leading countries around the world. 

The standards present a paradigm shift for many classrooms where math has been a passive learning experience in 

which students listen to a lecture; participate in modeling; and then practice problems, with the emphasis primarily on 

reaching correct answers. The Standards for Mathematical Practice describe expected student behavior as they 

engage with mathematical reasoning and content. Though the practices do not describe teacher actions, expected 

student behavior will undoubtedly inform how teachers plan instruction to foster these student practices. 

I cannot emphasize enough the interdependence of both the content and practice standards. You cannot support the 

practices without content, nor should you teach the content without integrating and demonstrating the practices. In 

fact, many of the content standards intertwine the practices into their descriptions. 

For example, modeling is practice number four, and an entire conceptual category (noted with an asterisk in the 

standards documents) in the high school standards that is to be developed through modeling. Additionally, all grades 

contain content standards that specifically say to "model" the concept or skill being developed. Practice two, reason 

abstractly and quantitatively, is referenced in standards such as 3.OA.1: Interpret products of whole numbers (e.g., 

interpret 5x7 as the total number of objects in 5 groups of 7 objects each). For example, describe a context in which a 

total number of objects can be expressed as 5x7. 

The symbiosis of content and practice standards heralds a shifting role for both the math teacher and the types of 

problems featured in math classes. Common Core math teachers will be more like coaches and problems will be 



worthy of exploration, oriented toward the real world, and convey that the process of doing math is equally or more 

important than arriving at the final answer. 

For example, as topics and skills are introduced in the Common Core standards, they are developed through a 

scenario or real-world problem. Students should reason about the problem (Practice 1) and use a variety of strategies 

to try to understand and solve the problem (Practice 4 and 5) before being shown any symbolic notation, formulas, or 

steps for solving it. As students realize that they don't have all the information they need to solve it, then the teacher 

or coach introduces instruction on symbols, formulas, or steps, with students recognizing the apparent need and 

relevance of these tools to their ability to solve the problem. 

This is just one hypothetical scenario that illustrates the interplay of content and practice standards and how 

curriculum developed with these in mind will reshape the experiences of many teachers and students in mathematics 

classrooms. The Common Core State Standards Initiative is truly a pivotal moment in math education and an 

opportunity for teachers to take the reins in driving the kind of teaching and learning they have always wanted. 
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