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QUESTIONS TO A SK #2

UNDERSTANDING MATH 
INSTRUCTION: WHAT PARENTS 
SHOULD KNOW
This document should not be construed as legal advice. It is provided by the Wisconsin Institute for Law & Liberty (WILL), a 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organization, as a public resource for informational purposes.

Math is not something children absorb by osmosis. It has to be taught—and taught well. For years, many 
schools have relied on math programs that prioritize group work or open-ended exploration over clear, 
direct instruction. The result? Too many students fall behind early and never catch up.

That’s changing. Policymakers, educators, and parents are pushing for reforms that align with what the 
research shows works: explicit, systematic math instruction that builds strong number sense, fluency, 
and problem-solving ability. Experts have been sounding the alarm that without mastery of the basics, 
students can’t succeed in higher-level math—or in life.* Leading states are acting,† adopting high-quality 
instructional materials, universal screening, and targeted interventions to get results.

This resource gives parents the tools to identify what good math instruction looks like, spot warning signs, 
ask the right questions, and support their children at home.

Red Flags to Watch For
If you see these in your child’s math homework or hear them from your child, it’s time to ask questions:

•	 “Just guess” or “Use the strategy that works for you”: This often replaces actual instruction. 
Students need to be taught how to solve problems—not left to figure it out on their own.

•	 Lack of math fact fluency: If your child isn’t practicing addition, subtraction, multiplication, and 
division facts until they’re automatic, they’re missing critical building blocks.

*	 https://www.savemath.net; https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/latest-math-fad-another-excuse-teach-nothing;  
https://www.the74million.org/article/rethinking-the-definition-of-high-quality-instructional-materials-for-math/ 

†	 http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=1000-1099/1008/Sections/1008.25.html;  
https://ride.ri.gov/instruction-assessment/mathematics/mathematics-screening-guidance 
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•	 Little or no explanation of how to solve problems: If your child can’t explain the steps for solving a 
problem and instead says they “just used a trick,” they may not be learning the math in a clear, reliable way.

•	 Confusing word problems and busywork: Word problems should reinforce skills—not distract from 
them. If the assignments are all puzzles with no clear math goal, that’s a red flag.

Questions to Ask Your School Board
•	 Is our district using a math curriculum aligned to research-based standards that builds fluency and 

procedural skill?

•	 Are teachers trained to provide explicit, systematic instruction in math?

•	 Do we screen all K–8 students to identify those who are behind in math?

•	 What support is in place for struggling students—and is it working?

Questions to Ask Your Child’s Teacher
•	 How do you teach foundational math skills?

•	 Are you using explicit instruction and guided practice?

•	 What curriculum or materials do you use, and how do they build math proficiency?

•	 How often does my child practice basic math problems?

•	 What assessments show how my child is doing in math?

•	 Is my child on track for grade-level math? If not, what’s being done about it?

•	 What kind of extra help is available if my child is behind?

•	 Is my child getting math instruction every day? How long is that daily instruction?

How Parents Can Help at Home
You don’t need to be a math expert to help your child succeed. Here’s what makes a difference:

•	 Practice math facts: Just 5–10 minutes a day with flashcards or apps builds fluency.

•	 Use math in real life: Cooking, measuring, counting change, and estimating are great ways to build 
number sense.
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•	 Talk about math: Ask your child how they solved a problem and listen for understanding.

•	 Encourage accuracy over guessing: Praise effort, but don’t accept “close enough.”

•	 Stay in the loop: Check homework and ask about what they’re learning in math each week.

With strong instruction and consistent support, your child can succeed in math. But it starts with asking 
the right questions and expecting results. Don’t assume your school is getting it right. Verify. Your child’s 
future depends on it.

WILL is a legal resource for parents, students, and school districts. If you believe your rights have been violated, you can contact us 
at www.will-law.org/contact-a-lawyer. Depending on your situation, we may be able to help further.

This document is part of the WILL Parental Rights Toolkit. Explore the full toolkit at: www.will-law.org/parenttoolkit

https://will-law.org/contact-a-lawyer/
http://www.will-law.org/parenttoolkit



