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INTRODUCTION

W h e n  C a l i f o r n i a
adopted  the  Common
Core  State  Standards
for  Mathematics  in
2010,  i t  marked  a
significant  shift  in  how
math is  taught  across
the  Golden  State .
Known  officially  as  the
California  Common
C o r e  S t a t e
S t a n d a r d s  f o r
Mathematics  (CA
C C S S M ) ,  t h e s e
g u i d e l i n e s  w e r e
des igned  to  move
students  beyond  rote
memorizat ion  and
toward a deeper, more

c o n n e c t e d
unders tand ing  o f
m a t h e m a t i c a l
concepts.  For  parents,
educators, and anyone
involved  in  a  child’s
e d u c a t i o n ,
understanding  the
Common  Core  Math
Standards California is
essential—not  just  for
h e l p i n g  w i t h
homework,  but  for
grasping  the  broader
goals of modern math
instruction.
California’s  version  of
the standards includes
specific  additions  to
the  original  Common
Core,  reflecting  the
s t a t e ’ s  u n i q u e
educational  priorities.
These standards shape
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e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
classroom  lessons  to
t h e  s t a t e w i d e
assessments  ( the
California  Assessment
o f  S t u d e n t
Pe r fo rmance  and
Progress,  or  CAASPP).
This article provides a
comprehensive look at
the  Common  Core
M a t h  S t a n d a r d s
California,  explaining
what  they  are,  how
they  differ  from
previous  approaches,
and  what  they  mean
f o r  s t u d e n t s  a n d
teachers  across  the
state.

WHAT ARE THE
COMMON CORE
MATH
STANDARDS?

The  Common  Core
State Standards (CCSS)
were  developed  by  a
consortium  of  states
and education experts
to  create a  consistent
set  of  learning  goals

for  English  language
arts and mathematics.
The goal was to ensure
that  a l l  s tudents ,
regardless  of  where
they  live,  would  be
prepared  for  college
and  careers.  In  math,
t h e  s t a n d a r d s
emphasize  three  key
s h i f t s :  f o c u s ,
coherence,  and  rigor.
These principles are at
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e
Common  Core  Math
Standards  California.
California’s adoption of
the standards was not
a  simple  copy-and-
paste. The state added
its own “CA additions”
to  clarify  expectations
for certain grade levels
and to better align with
California’s  existing
M a t h e m a t i c s
Framework.  These
additions  ensure  that
the  standards  reflect
t h e  s t a t e ’ s
commitment to equity,
m a t h e m a t i c a l
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reasoning,  and  real-
world  problem-solving.
The result  is  a  set  of
guidelines  that  are
b o t h  n a t i o n a l l y
recognized and locally
tailored.

CALIFORNIA’S
ADOPTION AND
IMPLEMENTATION

In  August  2010,  the
California  State  Board
of  Education  voted  to
adopt  the  Common
Core  State  Standards,
replacing the previous
California  Mathematics
Content  Standards.
Implementation  began
in  earnest  during  the
2013–2014  school
y e a r ,  w i t h  f u l l
integration  across  all
pub l i c  schoo ls  by
2 0 1 4 – 2 0 1 5 .  T h e
transition  involved
significant  professional
d e v e l o p m e n t  f o r
t e a c h e r s ,  n e w
curriculum  materials,
and a redesigned state

assessment system.
One notable aspect of
California’s approach is
t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f
S t a n d a r d s  f o r
M a t h e m a t i c a l
Practice.  These  eight
practices—such  as
“ m a k e  s e n s e  o f
p r o b l e m s  a n d
persevere  in  solving
them” and “model with
mathematics”—describ
e  the  habits  of  mind
that  students  should
develop.  They  are
woven into every grade
l e v e l ’ s  c o n t e n t
standards,  ensuring
that students learn not
just  what  to  do,  but
h o w  t o  t h i n k
mathematically.

KEY SHIFTS IN THE
CALIFORNIA
COMMON CORE
MATH STANDARDS
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Focus:
Fewer
Topics,
Deeper
Understa

nding
T rad i t i ona l  math
standards often tried to
cover dozens of topics
each year, leaving little
t i m e  f o r  d e e p
e x p l o r a t i o n .  T h e
Common  Core  Math
Standards  California
take  a  different
approach:  they  focus
on  fewer  concepts  at
each  grade  leve l ,
allowing  students  to
m a s t e r  t h e m
t h o r o u g h l y .  F o r
e x a m p l e ,  i n
k indergarten,  the
ma jo r  f ocus  i s  on

count ing,  number
relationships, and basic
a d d i t i o n  a n d
s u b t r a c t i o n .  B y
narrowing  the  scope,
s t u d e n t s  b u i l d  a
stronger foundation for
more  advanced  topics
later on.

Coherenc
e: Linking
Topics
Across
Grades
The  standards  are
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e
coherent, meaning that
concepts  are  carefully
sequenced so that new
learning builds on prior
understanding. A topic
introduced  in  third
grade will be extended
in  fourth  and  fifth,
creat ing  a  log ica l
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progress ion.  Th is
coherence  eliminates
the  “mile  wide,  inch
deep”  problem  that
once  plagued  math
e d u c a t i o n .  I n
California, coherence is
re in fo rced  by  the
state’s  Mathematics
Framework,  which
provides  guidance  on
how to connect strands
l i k e  g e o m e t r y ,
measurement,  and
data  analysis.

Rigor:
Conceptu
al
Understa
nding,
Procedur

al Skills,
and
Applicatio
n
R i g o r  u n d e r  t h e
Common  Core  Math
Standards  California
means three balanced
components:

Conceptual
understanding:
Students learn
the “why” behind
the math. For
instance, instead
of just
memorizing that
3 × 5 = 15, they
understand that
multiplication
involves equal
groups.
Procedural
skills and
fluency:
Students practice
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efficient
methods, such as
addition
algorithms or
multiplication
tables, so they
can perform
calculations
accurately and
quickly.
Application:
Students apply
their knowledge
to solve real-
world problems,
using
appropriate tools
and models. This
often involves
multi-step word
problems that
require
reasoning.

This three-legged stool
of  rigor  ensures  that
s t u d e n t s  a r e  n o t
merely  performing
math,  but  truly  doing
math.

GRADE-LEVEL
BREAKDOWN OF
THE STANDARDS

Elementa
ry School
(K–5)
In  the  e lementary
years,  the  Common
Core  Math  Standards
California  emphasize
number  sense  and
o p e r a t i o n s .
Kindergarten  through
second grade focus on
understanding  place
value,  addition  and
subtraction  within  20,
and measuring lengths.
Third grade introduces
multipl ication  and
division,  while  fourth
and  fifth  grades  push
i n t o  f r a c t i o n s ,
decimals,  and  multi-
digit  arithmetic.  A
distinctive  feature  is
the early emphasis on
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f r a c t i o n s  a s
numbers—students
l e a r n  t o  t h i n k  o f
fractions as points on a
number  line,  not  just
parts of a whole.
Teachers  in  California
use  mathematical
p r a c t i c e s  l i k e
“const ruct  v iab le
arguments and critique
t h e  r e a s o n i n g  o f
others”  even  in  early
grades,  using  simple
discussions  and  visual
models.  This  builds  a
classroom  culture
where explaining one’s
t h i n k i n g  i s  a s
important  as  finding
the  right  answer.

Middle
School
(6–8)
Middle  school  under
the  Common  Core
M a t h  S t a n d a r d s

California  transitions
from  arithmetic  to
algebra.  Sixth  graders
work  on  ratios,  rates,
and negative numbers.
S e v e n t h  g r a d e
deepens  proportional
r e a s o n i n g  a n d
int roduces  l inear
equat ions.  E ighth
grade is a critical year:
students are expected
t o  m a s t e r  l i n e a r
functions, radicals, and
integer  exponents,
preparing  them  for
high  school  algebra.
T h e  s t a n d a r d s
emphasize  that  al l
middle school students
should  take  Algebra  I
by  the  end  of  eighth
grade—or  at  least  be
ready for it.
California  has  also
made  adjustments  to
ensure  that  English
learners  and  students
with  disabilities  have
a c c e s s  t o  t h e s e
rigorous  expectations,
with  scaffolding  and
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supports  built  into
district  curricula.

High
School
(9–12)
H i g h  s c h o o l
mathematics under the
CA CCSSM is organized
into  six  conceptual
categories:  Number
and Quantity, Algebra,
Functions,  Modeling,
G e o m e t r y ,  a n d
S t a t i s t i c s  a n d
Probability.  Unlike  a
r i g i d  s e q u e n c e ,
California’s high school
standards  allow  for
pathways,  including  a
traditional  Algebra
I–Geometry–Algebra  II
route or an integrated
a p p r o a c h .  T h e
e m p h a s i s  i s  o n
m a t h e m a t i c a l
modeling—using math
to  analyze  real-world

s i t u a t i o n s ,  f r o m
financial  decisions  to
scientific  data.
T h e  S m a r t e r
B a l a n c e d
Assessment,  a  key
c o m p o n e n t  o f
California’s  CAASPP,
tests these high school
standards  through
performance tasks that
require  students  to
reason,  compute,  and
communicate  their
solutions.  Graduation
r e q u i r e m e n t s  i n
Cal i fornia  include
passing  courses  in
algebra and geometry,
which align closely with
the Common Core.

HOW
CALIFORNIA’S
STANDARDS
DIFFER FROM
TRADITIONAL
MATH

One  of  the  biggest
shifts  in  the  Common
Core  Math  Standards
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California  is  the move
from  memorization  to
mastery.  Traditional
math  instruction  often
relied  on  dril ls  and
algorithms  without
deep  understanding.
Under  Common  Core,
s t u d e n t s  a r e
encouraged  to  use
m u l t i p l e
s t r a t e g i e s — l i k e
number  l ines,  area
m o d e l s ,  a n d
drawing—to  solve  a
problem. For example,
a  common  complaint
from  parents  is  the
way  subtraction  is
t a u g h t  u s i n g
“ d e c o m p o s i n g
numbers”  rather  than
the  classic  borrowing
method.  What  looks
like  a  new,  confusing
approach is actually an
attempt  to  bui ld  a
deeper  understanding
of  place  value.
Another  difference  is
the  integration  of  the
S t a n d a r d s  f o r

M a t h e m a t i c a l
Practice  into  daily
instruction. Students in
California  classrooms
are expected to persist
through  problems,
reason  abstractly  and
quantitatively, and use
appropr iate  too ls
strategically.  These
practices  reflect  the
s k i l l s  t h a t
mathematicians  and
professionals  use,
ensuring  that  math
education  is  not  just
about  passing  a  test
but  about  cultivating
l i fe long  prob lem-
solving  abil it ies.

THE IMPACT ON
STUDENTS AND
TEACHERS

The implementation of
Common  Core  Math
Standards  California
has  had  a  profound
effect on both teaching
and learning. Teachers
have  had  to  unlearn
old habits and embrace
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instructional  shifts.
P r o f e s s i o n a l
development programs
across  the  state  have
focused  on  how  to
create  standards-
aligned  lessons  that
balance  conceptual
e x p l o r a t i o n  w i t h
fluency  practice.  Many
educators  report  that
s t u d e n t s  a r e
developing  stronger
number sense and are
better  able  to  explain
their reasoning.
For  s tudents ,  the
standards  have  raised
e x p e c t a t i o n s .
California’s adoption of
the  Smarter  Balanced
Assessment  (SBAC)  in
2 0 1 5  a d d e d  n e w
challenges:  the  tests
are  computer-adaptive
a n d  i n c l u d e
performance tasks that
d e m a n d  c r i t i c a l
thinking.  Init ial ly,
scores  decl ined  as
students  and teachers
adjusted,  but  recent

trends  show  gradual
improvement.  Critics
a r g u e  t h a t  t h e
standards  move  too
fast for some students,
but supporters counter
t h a t  w i t h  p r o p e r
supports—like  small
group  instruction  or
i n t e r v e n t i o n
programs—all students
can meet the rigor.
F o r  p a r e n t s ,
understanding the new
a p p r o a c h  c a n  b e
frustrating.  Homework
often  looks  different
f r o m  w h a t  t h e y
r e m e m b e r ,  a n d
explaining “new math”
can  be  difficult.
Fortunately,  many
Ca l i fo rn ia  schoo l
districts  offer  parent
workshops,  and online
resources  from  the
California  Department
of  Education  (CDE)
p r o v i d e  c l e a r
explanations  of  what
children  should  know
at  each  grade  level.
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COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
AND CRITICISM

N o  d i s c u s s i o n  o f
Common  Core  Math
Standards California is
complete  wi thout
a d d r e s s i n g  t h e
controversies.  One
widespread  myth  is
that  the  standards
dictate  how  teachers
teach—for  example,
forcing them to use the
“box  method”  fo r
mul t ip l icat ion.  In
reality,  the  standards
on ly  spec i fy  what
students  should  learn,
not  the  instructional
methods. Teachers are
free  to  choose  any
effective  strategy,
including  traditional
algorithms, as long as
s t u d e n t s  a l s o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
concepts behind them.
Another  criticism  is
that the standards are
too  difficult  for  young

children.  However,
research  shows  that
children are capable of
f a r  d e e p e r
mathematical  thinking
t h a n  p r e v i o u s l y
assumed—if instruction
i s  e n g a g i n g  a n d
conceptually  rich.  The
California  Mathematics
Framework emphasizes
d e v e l o p m e n t a l l y
appropriate  practices,
with  ample  time  for
hands-on learning and
play-based  reasoning
in  early  grades.
Finally,  some  argue
that  the  pace  of  the
standards  leaves  no
room  for  remediation.
Wh i l e  pac ing  i s  a
legitimate  concern,
C a l i f o r n i a  h a s
responded by providing
s u p p l e m e n t a l
instructional  materials
and  allowing  districts
t o  a d j u s t  p a c i n g
guides. The key is that
the  standards  are  a
floor,  not  a  ceiling;



12

12 Common Core Math Standards
California

2023-06-23

districts  can  extend
them  as  needed.

RESOURCES FOR
PARENTS AND
EDUCATORS IN
CALIFORNIA

Several  resources  can
help  nav igate  the
Common  Core  Math
Standards  California:

California
Department of
Education
(CDE) Math
Webpage:
Offers the official
standards
documents,
frameworks, and
parent guides in
multiple
languages.
CAASPP
Practice Tests:
Available online
through the CDE,
these let
students and
families see the
types of

questions on the
Smarter
Balanced
assessments.
California
Mathematics
Framework: A
comprehensive
guide for
curriculum,
teaching, and
assessment,
available for
download on the
CDE website.
Local School
Districts: Many
districts provide
parent handouts,
instructional
videos, and math
nights to explain
the standards.
Khan Academy:
Free video
lessons aligned
to Common Core
standards,
including
California-
specific grade-
level playlists.
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Educators  can  also
access  professional
learning  communities
and  training  modules
through the California
State  University
system  and  county
offices of education.

CONCLUSION

The  Common  Core
M a t h  S t a n d a r d s
California  represent  a
thoughtful,  research-
based  evolution  in
m a t h e m a t i c s
e d u c a t i o n .  B y

prior it iz ing  focus,
coherence,  and  rigor,
these standards aim to
equip students with the
mathematical  skills
and  habits  of  mind
they need for  college,
careers,  and everyday
l i f e .  W h i l e  t h e
transition has not been
w i t h o u t  i t s
c h a l l e n g e s — f r o m
parent  confusion  to
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n
hurd les—the  goa l
remains  clear:  every
Cal i fornia  student
deserves  a


