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Introduction

As an elementary school principal you shape your school’s culture and have 

both the challenge and opportunity to guide your school’s development and 

emergence as a learning community.

Mathematics is important.  The instructional seeds planted and nurtured at the 

elementary school level become the mathematical foundation of the college 

and career readiness intent of the Common Core State Standards. As your school 

or school district moves toward full implementation of the Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS), it is important to determine what is important to you, and how 

you can best support your teachers and students.

The instructional seeds planted and 

nurtured at the elementary school 

level become the mathematical 

foundation of the college and career 

readiness intent of the Common Core 

State Standards. 
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The goal is to have your 

students be learning and 

doing math—every day. 

Empower your 

mathematics leaders and 

find ways to support them. 

Your Leadership and Implementation of the CCSS

As you know, the implementation of the CCSS is a history-making opportunity that includes 

46 states, the District of Columbia, and three U.S. territories, all involved in varying stages of 

implementation of the CCSS.  The move to these common expectations for mathematics is 

not only an important undertaking, it’s one that’s long overdue.  It’s time to put to rest the 

claim that mathematics curriculum standards and expectations in our country not only differ 

across states and school district boundaries, but represent an attention to mathematics that 

has been targeted as “a mile wide and an inch deep.”  What the CCSS provides is a curricular 

opportunity that emphasizes important mathematics skills for all students and that values 

conceptual understanding, procedural fluency, and student engagement.  The goal is to have 

your students be learning and doing math—every day.  

As the principal and instructional leader of your school, you can help ensure that both 

teachers and students have regular mathematics opportunities.  Your support and leadership 

of teachers as they move forward in implementing of the CCSS will make a difference in 

your school’s outlook toward the importance of mathematics and in the mathematical 

accomplishments of its students.  Here’s how to get started …

Step ONE: Leadership Priorities
As you begin the transition to the CCSS, it’s essential to communicate the importance of 

the initiative and transition, and to identify the mathematics leaders in your school. One of 

the challenges with implementing the CCSS is the mathematical content and pedagogical 

background of your teachers, so finding a way to provide professional development that 

connects them to the mathematical demand of the Standards of Mathematical Practices and 

Mathematical Content Standards of the CCSS is a critical first step as you lead your school’s 

transition to the CCSS. Empower your mathematics leaders and find ways to support them. 

This includes but is not limited to granting them the time and materials required as they 

begin the important work of establishing the grade level and cross grade level learning 

communities that will complete the ongoing professional development needed throughout 

the implementation of the CCSS.  

Step TWO: Knowing and Understanding the Standards
Let’s get to the CCSS. What must you pay attention to?

STANDARDS FOR MATHEMATICAL PRACTICE. 

A school or school district’s first step in transitioning to the CCSS begins with the Standards 

for Mathematical Practice.  The Practices are critically important for all teachers and students 
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As your school- or district-

based mathematics leaders 

consider the Practices and 

their link to mathematics 

content, they will recognize 

and understand that 

most daily mathematical 

opportunities will engage 

multiple Mathematical 

Practices. 

in that they help to define how students are engaged in 

doing the mathematics they are learning.  Derived from 

the process standards of the Principles and Standards 

for School Mathematics (NCTM, 2000) and the strands of 

mathematical proficiency specified in Adding it Up (NRC, 

2001), the Practices provide your teachers with the type 

of oversight necessary as they consider daily mathematics 

lessons and lesson activities.  As your school- or district-

based mathematics leaders consider the Practices and 

their link to mathematics content, they will recognize and 

understand that most daily mathematical opportunities 

will engage multiple Mathematical Practices.  Consider 

the following look-fors as you visit mathematics 

classrooms in your school:

•	 Are students involved in solving problems? (Mathematical Practice 1)

•	Do students have ample time and opportunity to determine what the problem is and how 

to solve it? (Mathematical Practice 1)

•	Does the teacher provide opportunities for students to discuss their own reasoning and the 

reasoning of others? (Mathematical Practices 2 and 3)

•	Do students model with mathematics and, as appropriate, use drawings, manipulative 

materials, or technological tools to help them represent and solve problems? (Mathematical 

Practices 4 and 5)

The look-fors above describe how several of the Mathematical Practices presented below 

may be accessed and considered by teachers as they plan, and by you as you review the 

Practices during classroom walk-throughs and during informal observations of your teachers.  

The Practices, regardless of the mathematics content focus of any particular lesson, should 

be engaged every day.  Such engagement involves students being directly involved with 

mathematics, and most mathematics lessons will engage multiple Mathematical Practices.   

A listing of the Standards for Mathematical Practice is provided below:  

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.
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Essentially, teachers 

should think of the CCSS 

implementation as a 

“teaching less and learning 

more” venture. 

STANDARDS FOR MATHEMATICAL CONTENT 

Let’s move to the content domains of the CCSS.  The content domains at the K–5 levels 

include: Counting and Cardinality (Kindergarten only), Operations and Algebraic Thinking, 

Number and Operations in Base Ten, Number and Operations—Fractions (Grades 3–5 only), 

Measurement and Data, and Geometry.  An activity to consider, particularly if you are just 

beginning your transition from your state or school district’s curriculum to the CCSS, is to 

have your school’s mathematics leaders build a side-by-side table showing key topics at 

particular grade levels and aligning your school or school district’s current/prior standards 

and the CCSS content standards.  This comparison will be particularly revealing for certain 

content domains in Grades 3–5, particularly Number and Operations—Fractions.  Discussion 

topics for grade level or cross grade level teams may include the following:

•	What’s familiar?  

•	What’s different?

•	What may be challenging, perhaps most challenging, at particular grade levels?

•	What mathematical content background issues does this comparison suggest  

for our school’s professional  

development planning?

FOCUS, COHERENCE, AND RIGOR

Moving beyond initial exposure to the CCSS, consider the following to be key descriptors of 

the intent of the CCSS: Focus, Coherence, and Rigor.  

Focus.		Focus is defined as the emphasis provided for teaching and learning particular 

topics.  What this will mean for your teachers is that they will emphasize, or focus on, 

particular major topics.  These can be 

thought of as “bite size” issues, while 

the size of the curricular bites or topics 

is often much larger.  So while there 

are fewer mathematics topics, the 

expectation will be that your teachers can 

truly focus on developing understandings 

and proficiency with these key topics.  

This “less is more” message should 

provide your teachers with the time 

to dig deep and, as necessary, linger 

on particular critical areas.  Essentially, 

teachers should think of the CCSS 

implementation as a “teaching less and 

learning more” venture (CCSSO, 2012). 

And while that sounds just great, it 
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Your first step in supporting 

focus is to not only become 

familiar with the Standards 

for Mathematical Practice 

and the Standards for 

Mathematical Content of 

the CCSS, but to encourage 

your mathematics leaders 

to determine which 

standards are most 

important at particular 

grade levels.

Consider how you will use 

your mathematics leaders 

as on-site providers of 

professional development 

with an emphasis on the 

mathematics content 

and pedagogical content 

knowledge of your 

teachers. They will need  

the time to do this. Make  

it happen!

implies that teachers know how to focus or “dig deep” to ensure the understandings expected 

with, for example, equivalent fractions in Grades 3 and 4.  It implies they will have access to 

and use representational tools, which may include manipulative materials, technological 

tools, and number lines.  Furthermore, it assumes that teachers will know that the Standards 

for Mathematical Practice provide the path for doing the mathematics and growing 

mathematically as students encounter all of the content domains of the CCSS for K–5. 

Supporting	Focus.		Your first step in supporting focus is to not only become familiar 

with the Standards for Mathematical Practice and the Standards for Mathematical Content 

of the CCSS, but to encourage your mathematics leaders to determine which standards are 

most important at particular grade levels (see the CCSS’s critical areas per grade level and 

the PARCC and SMARTER Balanced consortial assessment’s major clusters as a starting point).  

Second, ensure that your teachers have access to the materials they will need to truly focus 

on particular standards (http://www.parcconline.org and http://www.smarterbalanced.org).  

And third, provide ample access to professional development to make sure that your teachers 

thoroughly understand the mathematics that they are charged  

to teach. 

Coherence.		Coherence is the recognition and understanding of the growth of 

important mathematics topics across grade levels.  Noting that, for instance, student work 

with equivalent fractions begins in Grade 3, but is extended in Grade 4, and remains critical 

to work with operations involving fractions in Grade 5. This is where cross grade level 

collaborative teams are so important, as together they consider how major topics develop 

and grow across grade levels.  

Supporting	Coherence.		As you engage the mathematics leaders in your school, 

an important professional development consideration will be for teachers to realize that 

while their focus may be on important topics within the grade that they teach, they need 

to recognize and understand the breadth of the mathematics introduced, extended, and 

reinforced within and across grade levels. This “spread” of a particular mathematics topic may 

be represented using a “spreadsheet-like map” that visually presents the coherence across 

grade levels. For example, addition and subtraction of whole numbers begins informally at 

the Kindergarten level and reaches capstone performance with a standard algorithm at the 

Grade 4 level.

Rigor.		Rigor can be described as a “depth issue.”  How can you ensure that your teachers 

will pursue the conceptual understanding, procedural skill and fluency, and student 

opportunity and success in using the mathematics they are learning to solve problems?  And 

this is more than simply a pursuit of understanding, procedural skill, and the ability to solve 

problems; it’s about such pursuit with intensity.  All of this is important.  

Supporting	Rigor.		As indicated, rigor addresses topic depth.  Consider how you will use 

your mathematics leaders as on-site providers of professional development with an emphasis 

on the mathematics content and pedagogical content knowledge of your teachers.  They will 
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Mathematics teachers 

at every level need to be 

supported, and this is 

particularly important 

during their transition to 

and implementation of  

the CCSS. 

need the time to do this.  Make it happen!  

Once again, how you continuously support 

your faculty in developing the confidence 

needed to teach and assess conceptual 

understanding and procedural fluency, and 

how students actually use the mathematics 

they learn in a problem context is critically 

important to your school’s implementation 

of the CCSS.

Step THREE: Your Action Items

PLANNING FOR ASSESSMENT.  

Once your teachers have started the 

school’s implementation of the CCSS, it will 

be time to monitor the implementation, 

provide timely feedback, and plan for assessments.  First, your state is most likely a PARCC or 

SMARTER Balanced consortial assessment state.  You will need to be aware of the assessment 

plan and implementation calendar for your state and school district.  Additionally, have your 

mathematics leaders develop a formative assessment plan, by grade level, as a way to not 

only monitor student progress and teacher success with the implementation of the CCSS, but 

also provide a template for students as they move toward full implementation of the CCSS 

and participation in your state’s assessment program, whether PARCC, SMARTER Balanced, or 

an enhanced version of your current state assessment.

FIND THE TIME.  

You know how important instructional time is to the learning of mathematics, so find 

ways to provide more time for teaching mathematics.  This may be by adjusting schedules 

within the school day or by providing before and after school intervention programs as 

needed. Find ways to allocate more time for teachers to plan and meet with their colleagues.  

Opportunities to enable and support teachers as they co-plan and learn from each other 

in other ways are an invaluable professional development opportunity, and professional 

development opportunities will also be integral to the success of your school’s CCSS 

implementation.  This is where your mathematics instructional leaders can, and must, be  

your eyes and ears as they mentor teachers and help to solicit ideas from the staff for 

professional development and, perhaps more importantly, as they provide the necessary 

professional development.  

SUMMING UP

To conclude, mathematics teachers at every level need to be supported, and this is 

particularly important during their transition to and implementation of the CCSS. Teachers 
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are clearly the most critical factor in achieving high-quality mathematics teaching and 

learning, but it is also clear that without consistent, effective leadership and principal support, 

most efforts fall short.  Successful implementation of the CCSS will demand your energy and 

perseverance.  Go for it! 
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