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UNDERSTANDING
THE NYS COMMON
CORE MATH
CURRICULUM: A
COMPREHENSIVE
OVERVIEW

F e w  e d u c a t i o n a l
i n i t i a t i v e s  h a v e
s p a r k e d  a s  m u c h
discussion, debate, and
transformat ion  in
American  classrooms
as  the  Common  Core
State  Standards.  In
New  York,  the  rollout
and implementation of
these  s tandards ,
specifically  within
mathematics, reshaped
how  teachers  instruct
and  how  s tudents

learn.  For  parents,
e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d
policymakers alike, the
NYS  Common  Core
Math  Curriculum
represents a significant
shift  in  pedagogical
philosophy. This article
delves into the origins,
key  components ,
controversies,  and
lasting  impact  of  this
math  cur r i cu lum,
providing  a  clear  and
informative  guide  for
anyone  looking  to
understand  its  role  in
New York education.

WHAT IS THE NYS
COMMON CORE
MATH
CURRICULUM?

The  NYS  Common
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C o r e  M a t h
Curriculum  refers  to
t h e  s e t  o f  K - 1 2
mathematics standards
adopted  by  New  York
State in 2010 as part of
a  broader  national
movement .  These
s t a n d a r d s  w e r e
designed  to  establish
consistent,  clear,  and
rigorous learning goals
across  all  states  that
chose  to  adopt  them.
The driving philosophy
behind  the  Common
Core  was  to  ensure
t h a t  s t u d e n t s ,
regardless of  their  zip
code ,  wou ld  have
access  to  the  same
h i g h - q u a l i t y
m a t h e m a t i c a l
education,  preparing
them  for  college  and
c a r e e r s  i n  a
competitive  global
economy.
New York was an early
a d o p t e r  o f  t h e s e
standards,  and  the
state  developed  its

own version, known as
the  New  York  State
P-12  Common  Core
Learning Standards for
Mathematics.  This
curriculum  built  upon
the  f ounda t i ona l
C o m m o n  C o r e
f r a m e w o r k  w h i l e
incorporating  specific
adjustments  to  align
with New York's unique
educational  priorities.
A t  i t s  h e a r t ,  t h e
curriculum  aimed  to
move  away  from rote
memorizat ion  and
toward a deeper, more
c o n c e p t u a l
unders tand ing  o f
m a t h e m a t i c a l
principles.

Why New
York
Adopted
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the
Common
Core
Standard

s
The  decision  to  adopt
the  Common  Core
standards in New York
was driven by several
factors. First, there was
a  w i d e s p r e a d
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t
p r e v i o u s  s t a t e
s tandards  va r ied
dramatically  in  quality
and rigor. A student in
New  York  might  be
deemed  proficient
under state tests while
a  student  in  another
s ta te  w i th  h igher
standards  might  not.
The  Common  Core
p r o m i s e d  a  l e v e l
playing  field.  Second,

the  standards  were
d e v e l o p e d  b y  a
consortium of experts,
i n c l u d i n g
m a t h e m a t i c i a n s ,
e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d
researchers, which lent
them  significant
credibility.  Third,  the
federal Race to the Top
g r a n t  p r o g r a m
incentivized  states  to
adopt  college-  and
c a r e e r - r e a d y
standards,  providing a
financial  impetus  for
the transition. For New
York, adopting the NYS
Common Core  Math
Curriculum  was  seen
a s  a  c r u c i a l  s t e p
toward modernizing its
education system.

THE SHIFT IN
MATHEMATICAL
PEDAGOGY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
noticeable  changes
brought  by  the  NYS
Common Core  Math
Curriculum  was  a
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fundamental  shift  in
how mathematics  was
taught.  The traditional
a p p r o a c h  o f t e n
emphasized procedural
fluency—memorizing
f o r m u l a s  a n d
performing calculations
quickly.  The  Common
Core,  however,  placed
a  p r e m i u m  o n
c o n c e p t u a l
understanding  and
problem-solving.

Focus on
Depth
Over
Breadth
Under  the  previous
s t a n d a r d s ,  m a t h
curricula  were  often
described  as  "a  mile
w i d e  a n d  a n  i n c h
deep."  The  Common
Core sought to reverse
this  by  focusing  on

fewer  topics  at  each
g r a d e  l e v e l  b u t
covering them in much
greater  depth.  For
example,  instead  of
introducing  a  dozen
different  types  of
fractions  operations  in
a  s ing le  year ,  the
curriculum might focus
o n  a  c o r e  s e t  o f
fraction  concepts,
ensuring students truly
u n d e r s t o o d  t h e
underlying  principles
before moving on. This
approach was designed
to  build  a  stronger
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r
a d v a n c e d
mathematics.

The
Three
Pillars of
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Mathema
tical
Proficienc

y
The  NYS  Common
C o r e  M a t h
Curriculum  is  built
around three key shifts
in instruction:

Greater Focus:
Teachers
concentrate on
the most critical
concepts at each
grade level,
allowing students
to master
essential skills
before moving
forward.
Coherence:
Concepts are
logically
sequenced and
connected across
grades. Learning

is designed to
build upon itself,
creating a
coherent
narrative from
kindergarten
through high
school.
Rigor: Rigor
under the
Common Core
means a balance
of three
components:
conceptual
understanding
(knowing why),
procedural
fluency (knowing
how), and
application
(knowing when
to use it).

This tripartite approach
meant  that  students
were  no  longer  just
expected  to  get  the
right  answer;  they
were  expected  to
explain their reasoning,
justify  their  methods,
a n d  a p p l y  t h e i r
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knowledge  to  novel,
real-world  problems.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF THE NYS
COMMON CORE
MATH
CURRICULUM

To fully appreciate the
curriculum, it is helpful
to  understand  its  two
primary  structural
componen t s :  t he
Content Standards and
the  Standards  for
Mathematical Practice.

Content
Standard
s: What
Students
Should

Know
The Content Standards
s p e c i f y  t h e
m a t h e m a t i c a l
knowledge  and  skills
s t u d e n t s  s h o u l d
acquire at each grade
l e v e l .  T h e s e  a r e
organized into domains
and  c lus te r s .  Fo r
example,  in  Grade  3,
d o m a i n s  i n c l u d e
O p e r a t i o n s  a n d
Algebraic  Thinking,
N u m b e r  a n d
Operations  in  Base
Ten ,  Number  and
Operations—Fractions,
Measurement  and
Data,  and  Geometry.
Each  domain  contains
specific,  measurable
standards.  A  typical
Grade  3  s tandard
might  read:  "Interpret
products  of  whole
n u m b e r s ,  e . g . ,
interpret 5 x 7 as the
total number of objects
in 5 groups of 7 objects
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each."  This  example
i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e
e m p h a s i s  o n
c o n c e p t u a l
understanding  from
the  very  beginning.

Standard
s for
Mathema
tical
Practice:
How
Students
Learn
Perhaps  the  most
innovative  aspect  of
the  NYS  Common
C o r e  M a t h
Curriculum  is  the
i n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e
S t a n d a r d s  f o r

Mathematical  Practice.
T h e s e  e i g h t
overarching  habits  of
mind  descr ibe  the
p r o c e s s e s  a n d
proficiencies  that
m a t h e m a t i c a l l y
proficient  students
should  develop  over
time:

Make sense of1.
problems and
persevere in
solving them.
Reason2.
abstractly and
quantitatively.
Construct3.
viable
arguments and
critique the
reasoning of
others.
Model with4.
mathematics.
Use5.
appropriate
tools
strategically.
Attend to6.
precision.
Look for and7.
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make use of
structure.
Look for and8.
express
regularity in
repeated
reasoning.

These  practices  are
woven  in to  eve ry
lesson. A student might
be  asked  to  explain
how  they  so lved  a
problem,  defend  their
answer  to  a  peer,  or
draw a visual model to
represent  a  complex
concept. This shift from
passive  learning  to
active  engagement
was a hallmark of the
curriculum.

IMPLEMENTATION
ACROSS NEW
YORK STATE

The rollout of the NYS
Common Core  Math
Cur r i cu lum  w a s
ambi t ious  and,  at
times,  turbulent.  The
N e w  Y o r k  S t a t e

Education  Department
(NYSED)  embarked  on
a  m u l t i - y e a r
implementation  plan
t h a t  i n c l u d e d
p r o f e s s i o n a l
d e v e l o p m e n t  f o r
t e a c h e r s ,  t h e
development  of  new
curriculum  materials,
and  the  creation  of
aligned  assessments.

Timeline
of Key
Milestone
s

2010: New York
formally adopts
the Common
Core Standards.
2011-2012:
Pilot year for the
new standards in
some districts;
initial
professional
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development
begins.
2013: Full
implementation
of the Common
Core standards
begins in all K-12
classrooms. The
first state
assessments
aligned to the
new standards
are
administered.
2014-2015: The
new assessments
become
mandatory, and
student scores
drop
dramatically,
reflecting the
increased rigor of
the curriculum.
2015-2017:
Growing public
backlash and the
opt-out
movement lead
to a review of the
standards.
2017: New York

begins the
process of
revising the
Common Core
standards,
leading to the
creation of the
Next Generation
Learning
Standards.

Challenge
s Faced
During
Implemen
tation
The transition was not
smooth. Many districts
were  inadequately
prepared.  Teachers,
who  were  used  to  a
different  pedagogical
approach,  sometimes
received  insufficient
training  on  how  to
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t e a c h  t h e  n e w
curriculum  effectively.
Parents  were  often
baffled  by  the  new
math  methods,  which
s e e m e d  f o r e i g n
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e
algorithms  they  had
learned  as  children.
The  so-called  "new
math" techniques—like
number  bonds,  tape
diagrams, and the area
m o d e l  f o r
multiplication—became
a source of widespread
f r u s t r a t i o n  a n d
confusion.

THE
CONTROVERSY
AND PUBLIC
RESPONSE

No  discussion  of  the
NYS  Common  Core
Math  Curriculum  is
complete  wi thout
acknowledging  the
significant  controversy
it generated. While the
intentions  behind  the
standards were broadly

s u p p o r t e d ,  t h e
execut ion  led  to  a
strong  backlash.

Parental
Concerns
and the
"New
Math"
Problem
Many  parents  fe l t
alienated  from  their
children's  education.
When  a  second-grade
student  came  home
wi th  a  workshee t
asking them to add 23
a n d  4 5  u s i n g  a
"number  bond"  or  a
"ten-frame,"  parents
often  could  not  help.
The  methods  were
unfamiliar,  and  the
homework  became  a
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source  o f  n igh t l y
stress.  Critics  argued
that  the  curriculum
was  developmentally
inappropr ia te  fo r
younger  students  and
that it placed too much
emphasis  on  abstract
reason ing  be fo re
students had mastered
basic facts.

The Opt-
Out
Movemen
t
Perhaps  the  most
potent manifestation of
public  discontent  was
the opt-out movement.
Beginning  around
2 0 1 4 ,  a  g r o w i n g
number  of  parents
chose  to  have  their
children  refuse  the
sta te -admin is te red
standardized  tests

a l i g n e d  w i t h  t h e
Common  Core.  New
Y o r k  b e c a m e  t h e
e p i c e n t e r  o f  t h i s
movement,  with  tens
o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f
students  opting  out
each year. This was a
powerful  statement  of
protest  against  what
many saw as an over-
reliance on high-stakes
t e s t i n g  a n d  a
curriculum  that  was
being implemented too
q u i c k l y  w i t h o u t
adequate  support.

IMPACT ON
STUDENT
PERFORMANCE

Assessing  the  true
impact  of  the  NYS
Common Core  Math
Curriculum on student
p e r f o r m a n c e  i s
complex.  Data  from
the  ear ly  years  o f
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n
showed  a  predictable
pattern: scores on the
new,  more  rigorous
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t e s t s  d r o p p e d
significantly  compared
to  the  previous  state
assessments. This was
expected,  as  the  new
tes ts  measured  a
different,  deeper  level
of  understanding.

NAEP
Scores
and Long-
Term
Trends
Looking at the National
A s s e s s m e n t  o f
Educational  Progress
(NAEP),  often  called
"The  Nation's  Report
Card," provides a more
objective  picture.  In
the years following full
implementation,  New
York 's  NAEP  math
scores  for  4th  grade
showed modest  gains,

while 8th-grade scores
remained  relatively
flat.  These  mixed
results  suggest  that
while  the  curriculum
may  have  benefited
s o m e  s t u d e n t s ,
particularly in the early
grades ,  i t  d id  not
p r o d u c e  t h e
transformative  gains
that  proponents  had
hoped  for.  The  gap
b e t w e e n  h i g h -
performing  and  low-
performing  students
also  persisted,  raising
questions about equity.

THE EVOLUTION:
NEXT GENERATION
LEARNING
STANDARDS

R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e
c h a l l e n g e s  a n d
feedback from parents,
t e a c h e r s ,  a n d
administrators,  New
York  State  embarked
on a formal  review of
the  Common  Core
standards in 2015. The
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r e s u l t  w a s  t h e
development  of  the
N e x t  G e n e r a t i o n
Learning  Standards,
which  were  finalized  in
2 0 1 7  a n d  f u l l y
implemented  by  the
2020-2021 school year.

What
Changed
with the
Next
Generatio
n
Standard
s?
The  Next  Generation
Standards  are  not  a
complete  rejection  of
the Common Core but
rather  an  evolution.

The core philosophy of
c o n c e p t u a l
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,
problem-solving,  and
the  Standards  for
Mathematical  Practice
remains largely intact.
However,  significant
changes were made to
improve  clarity,  age-
appropriateness,  and
teachab i l i t y .  Fo r
instance:

Reduced
number of
standards:
Some standards
were
consolidated or
removed to
reduce clutter
and allow for
more focused
instruction.
Increased
clarity: The
language of the
standards was
revised to be
more explicit and
easier for
teachers and
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parents to
understand.
Developmentall
y appropriate
pacing: Some
topics were
moved to
different grade
levels to better
align with child
development
research.
Emphasis on
fluency: The
Next Generation
standards placed
a renewed
emphasis on
fluency with
basic math facts,
addressing a
common
criticism that the
Common Core
had neglected
memorization.

The  NYS  Common
C o r e  M a t h
Curriculum  laid  the
groundwork,  but  the
N e x t  G e n e r a t i o n
Learning  Standards

represents  a  more
refined,  responsive
v e r s i o n  o f  t h o s e
original  goals.

BEST PRACTICES
FOR SUPPORTING
STUDENTS IN THIS
MATHEMATICAL
LANDSCAPE

Whether  a  school  is
still  using  materials
rooted in the Common
C o r e  o r  h a s  f u l l y
transitioned  to  the
N e x t  G e n e r a t i o n
s t a n d a r d s ,  t h e
underlying approach to
math  i n s t ruc t i on
remains  similar.  Here
are  some  practical
ways  parents  and
educators  can support
students:

Embrace the
"Why": Instead
of just asking for
the answer, ask
your child to
explain *how*
they got it. This



Nys Common Core Math Curriculum 15

15

builds the
conceptual
understanding
that is central to
this curriculum.

Use Visual
Models: Draw
pictures, use
number lines, or
build


