
Remarks of Edwin C. Myers, Ph.D. on the Common Core Mathematics Standards

Good afternoon, and thank you for the opportunity to share with you regarding 
Common Core.  I’ll address only one component of the larger Common Core discussion, 
that is, the quality of the Common Core Mathematics Standards.

I recently took the time to browse through the text of the Common Core Math Stan-
dards in some detail.  The prefatory essay introducing the standards quotes a number of 
sources which posit the need for new standards such as those codified in the Common 
Core.  I note, however, that, the earliest source quoted is from 2002.  This exemplifies a 
characteristic common in the educational literature, namely, a fixation on recency.  Except 
for an occasional doff-of-the-hat, anything done more than 10, or even five years ago, 
seems to be largely ignored or forgotten.

Now, when I started school in the mid-1950’s, we used a traditional approach to 
math.  We learned our basic addition and subtraction facts.  We learned our multiplication 
tables.  We learned the procedures for multi-column addition, subtraction, multiplication, 
and long division.  We thoroughly learned how to compute with fractions.  Was math just 
glorified memorization back then?  By no means!  We had word problems, we had dollars 
and cents, apples, oranges, place values, rulers, thermometers, cups and pints, and more. 

Around grade 8 or so, the flavor of my math instruction changed.  This was the de-
but of “Modern Math” or “The New Math”.  We dabbled in sets, Venn diagrams, truth 
tables, and new terms and symbols to represent relationships within these areas.  After a 
couple of years of new math, where I missed out on some important algebra skills, I ex-
perienced a more traditional approach to geometry, trigonometry, and calculus, and I en-
tered college reasonably well prepared to major in math.

I remember my parents talking about ‘the new math’, and about all the kids who 
couldn’t add or subtract nowadays.  The ensuing nationwide parental backlash against the 
new math resulted in a partial return to computationally functional math instruction in the 
1970’s.  By 1990, however, ‘fuzzy math’ was the new rage, with its approach of ‘discover 
your own math’ or ‘student spawned strategies to sort-of solve it’.  Parental push-back 
has been substantial with regard to ‘fuzzy math’ as well.

The shortcoming of “the new math” was neglecting operational skills in favor of 
conceptual syntax.  Instead of teaching students to do arithmetic successfully, the focus 
was on exposing students to various concepts mathematicians use to construct formal 
mathematical systems.  

The weakness of “fuzzy math” was that it emphasized process over performance, or 
methodology over mastery.  It’s like a trial and error process where the fun of trying 
makes the erroneous results a small concern.
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Unfortunately, though, these things happened over 20 years ago, and their foibles 
seem to have disappeared down the pedagogical memory hole.  Maybe that’s part of the 
reason that the Common Core Math Standards partake richly from both of these lacklus-
ter approaches.

(OA = ‘operations & algebraic thinking, ‘NBT’ = ‘numbers and operations in base 
10, ‘MD’ = ‘measurement and data, ‘G’ = ‘geometry’ )

Let me give some examples.  Here’s one from the Common Core Math Standards 
for Kindergarten:

CCSS.Math.Content.K.G.A.1 Describe objects in the environment using names 
of shapes, and describe the relative positions of these objects using terms such 
as above, below, beside, in front of, behind, and next to.

Now, let’s imagine that Betty comes home from school, bursts in the door, rushes up 
to Mommy, and says breathlessly, “Mommy, do know that I am BESIDE you right now?”  
“Why, Betty, where did you ever learn that!?” “In my math class!” “Betty,” says Mom, 
“let me sit down and write a check to the school to reward them for their excellent work!”

Here’s another one for kindergarten:
CCSS.Math.Content.K.MD.A.2 Directly compare two objects with a measurable 
attribute in common, to see which object has “more of”/“less of” the attribute, and 
describe the difference. For example, directly compare the heights of two children 
and describe one child as taller/shorter.

Again, Betty comes home.  “Mommy, guess what I learned in math today.  You’re 
taller than me!”  At this point, Mommy is probably going to nominate her school for a 
national award!

Things get a little more advanced in first grade:
CCSS.Math.Content.1.MD.A.1 Order three objects by length; compare the 
lengths of two objects indirectly by using a third object.

Why am I singling out these particular standards?  They exemplify the teaching trap 
of the overly conceptual mindset, something that caused “the new math” to founder 50 
years ago, even though a teacher could say with shining eyes, “But this is sooo important.  
We’re teaching Spatial Relationships and Measurement Theory, which are very helpful in 
Understanding the Universe, and we’re teaching Transitivity Principle Awareness, too!”

Let’s take a look at some of the math standards for addition:  
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Grade 1:  CCSS.Math.Content.1.NBT.C.4 Add within 100, including adding a two-
digit number and a one-digit number, and adding a two-digit number and a multi-
ple of 10, using concrete models or drawings and strategies based on place 
value, properties of operations, and/or the relationship between addition and sub-
traction; relate the strategy to a written method and explain the reasoning used. 
Understand that in adding two-digit numbers, one adds tens and tens, ones and 
ones; and sometimes it is necessary to compose a ten.

Grade 2:  CCSS.Math.Content.2.NBT.B.5 Fluently add and subtract within 100 
using strategies based on place value, properties of operations, and/or the rela-
tionship between addition and subtraction.

(Here is an example:  Add 26 + 17 by breaking apart numbers to make a ten.  Use a num-
ber that adds with the 6 in 26 to make a 10.  Since 6 + 4 = 10, use 4.  Think, 17 = 4 + 13.  
Add 26 + 4 = 30.  Add 30 + 13 = 43.  So, 26 + 17 = 43.)

Grade 3:  CCSS.Math.Content.3.NBT.A.2 Fluently add and subtract within 1000 
using strategies and algorithms based on place value, properties of operations, 
and/or the relationship between addition and subtraction.

Grade 4:  CCSS.Math.Content.4.NBT.B.4 Fluently add and subtract multi-digit 
whole numbers using the standard algorithm.

So, by 4th grade, after three years of using concrete models, strategies, and proper-
ties of operations, students finally qualify to use the “standard algorithm” for doing addi-
tion and subtraction.  This is like climbing a mountain by starting and returning to base 
camp repeatedly, each time going a little higher, and after 3 years reaching the top.  This 
is sure to discourage even the brightest math student - or maybe especially the bright 
math students!

Similarly, what we would call “normal” multi-column multiplication is achieved in 
grade 5, and multi-digit long division is achieved in grade 6, also after years of “strategiz-
ing” and “modeling”.  This embodies the fallacy of emphasizing method over mastery, a 
primary shortfall of the “fuzzy math” of the 1980’s and ’90’s.  

I could go on to point out weaknesses in the middle school and high school stan-
dards as well, but time will not allow a full discussion.

In closing, I would like to return to a personal story.

One evening in early 1984, as our oldest son was finishing up his second grade math 
workbook, I decided to ask him a real softball question, one that he could answer easily, 
and so boost his self esteem.  “Matthew,” I said, “What’s 7 + 4?”  Matt’s hands went un-
der the table as he said, slowly and softly, “7...8...9...10...11...,” and then “11!”  Each 
problem I asked went that way. He understood the concept, and could use a concrete pro-
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cedure (counting fingers) to get the answer (most of the time!) after 7 or 8 laborious sec-
onds.

“Two years with workbooks haven’t given Matthew the level of skill he needs,” I 
thought. “He’ll really get bogged down in multi-digit multiplication and long division, 
where he’s got to use addition and subtraction routinely on his way to getting the answer. 
And if he learns to multiply and divide no better than he adds and subtracts, then frac-
tions will be a disaster!”

This experience is what spurred me on to develop a series of math exercises to 
bridge the gap from just ‘knowing about’ to doing well.  In fact, I resigned from my job 
and spent a year and a half full time developing, testing, and refining these materials.  
Since then, we have sold a few hundred thousand sets of CalcuLadder® drills all around 
the world.  I have over 3,000 written testimonials on file from families of students saved 
from math mediocrity or failure, who credit CalcuLadder as a major help.

Have I discovered the magic potion for curing math malaise?  By no means!  In fact, 
the CalcuLadder drills are disarmingly simple!  There are thousands of classroom teach-
ers today who could write similar exercises!  When we disabuse ourselves of the notion 
that the entire nation must be harnessed to the objectives and methods dictated to us by 
“the experts”, when we allow local schools and teachers to serve the educational needs of 
their own students, when we remove the fetters of an establishment which replays the 
mistakes of the past while consuming hundreds of billions of dollars re-inventing curricu-
lum, we will unleash educational creativity and success that will dwarf anything a cen-
tralized system can deliver.

Thank you very much. 

Edwin C. Myers
14566 NW 110th St.
Whitewater, Kansas 67154

Dr. Edwin Myers is a native Kansan who earned the B.S. (Mathematics) and M.S. (Physics) 
at Wichita State University, where he also won First Prize in the Arthur Hoare Mathematics 
Scholarship.  Dr. Myers earned the Ph.D. in Physics at Carnegie-Mellon University.  He per-
formed the optical design of the infrared interferometric spectrometers on the Voyager I and II 
spacecraft.  He also performed exceedingly complex mathematical analysis of laser light in at-
mospheric propagation and its effects on the human eye.  This work was presented at the Na-
tional Bureau of Standards.  He has taught Physics, Math, and Computer Science at the the high 
school and university level, and is the author of the award-winning CalcuLadder® series of math 
skills exercises, which have been popular worldwide for 30 years.  His article, “Simple Steps to 
Superior Skills” is available at www.schoolmadesimple.com/simple_steps.html
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