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Table 2.1: Major Events in U.S. Mathematics Education History

In this table, the shaded rows reflect the events and time periods that emphasized skills, procedures, direct 
teacher instruction, and student memorization. The unshaded rows reflect the events and time periods that 
emphasized conceptual understanding, student reasoning, more student engagement, and in some cases, 
student discovery or structured investigations of mathematical concepts.

Date or Period Publication or Era Emphasis or Issue

1788 Publication of Nicolas 
Pike’s Arithmetic

This book establishes the dominant U.S. mathematics teaching 
script: direct instruction, rules, examples, memorization, and skill 
practice.

1821 Publication of Warren 
Colburn’s An Arithmetic 
on the Plan of Pestalozzi 

This book emphasizes reasoning and understanding: students 
discover rules through structured investigation with hands-on 
materials.

1832 Publication of P. E. Bates 
Botham’s The Common 
School Arithmetic 

This book emphasizes direct instruction, memorization, and skill 
practice.

1892 Committee of Ten 
report

This report establishes the traditional high school sequence of al-
gebra, geometry, and advanced algebra as separate courses.

Early 1900s University of Chicago re-
form effort 

This effort seeks to unify the secondary mathematics curriculum.

1910–1940s Progressive education 
era

This era establishes tracking (academic and vocational mathemat-
ics courses) as high schools serve larger numbers of students.

1922 Publication of Edward 
L. Thorndike’s 
The Psychology of 
Arithmetic 

This book emphasizes extensive practice of isolated skills.

1930s William Brownell’s 
meaning theory

This theory emphasizes quantitative reasoning.

1959 Commission on 
Mathematics of the 
College Entrance 
Examination Board 
(CEEB)

This commission recommends that school curricula be organized 
around concepts, structures, and reasoning processes.

1960s New math These concepts emphasize mathematical structure, reasoning, and 
understanding.

1970s–1980s Back to the basics These concepts emphasize direct instruction and skills practice.

1980 Publication of NCTM’s  
An Agenda for Action 

This publication emphasizes problem solving as driving instruction 
and the focus of the curriculum.

1989 Publication of NCTM’s 
Curriculum and 
Evaluation Standards for 
School Mathematics

This publication establishes the first set of voluntary national con-
tent standards in any subject and emphasizes understanding and 
reasoning.

1990s and 
2000s

Standards-based school 
reform

During this reform, states adopt their own mathematics standards 
based on NCTM standards of 1989 and 2000.

2000 Publication of NCTM’s 
Principles and Standards 
for School Mathematics

In this publication, NCTM updates the 1989 publication and 
emphasizes mathematics learning as consisting of both process 
and content.
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Date or Period Publication or Era Emphasis or Issue

2001 NCLB Federal legislation (reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act [ESEA]) requires the adoption of both 
state content standards and state assessment of those standards 
with accountability requirements.

2001 Publication of the NRC’s  
Adding It Up

This publication summarizes research at the time on K–8 math-
ematics learning and defines mathematical proficiency as 
multidimensional.

2008 Publication of the 
National Mathematics 
Advisory Panel Report

This report aims to end the “math wars.”

2010 Publication of The 
Common Core 
State Standards for 
Mathematics 

This publication emphasizes both skill development and student 
understanding, reasoning, and problem solving.

2015 CCSS assessments ad-
ministered for the first 
time

These assessments result in serious pushback as well as emergence 
of the curriculum associated with the Common Core.
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