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UNLOCKING STUDENT POTENTIAL WITH MATH
EXPRESSIONS HOUGHTON MIFFLIN

In the ever-evolving landscape of elementary education, finding a
mathematics program that  balances conceptual  understanding
with procedural  fluency is  a challenge many educators face.  For
years,  schools across the United States have turned to Math
Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  as  a  trusted,  research-driven
curriculum designed to build deep mathematical thinking from
kindergarten through fifth  grade.  Developed by Dr.  Karen Fuson
at  Northwestern  University  and  published  by  Houghton  Mifflin
Harcourt, this program is not just another textbook series; it is a
carefully  structured  approach  that  encourages  students  to
explore, discuss, and make sense of mathematical ideas. In this
comprehensive guide,  we will  explore the foundations,  unique
features,  classroom  implementation  strategies,  and  long-term
benefits  of  using  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  in  today's
diverse  learning  environments.

THE ORIGINS AND FOUNDATIONAL PHILOSOPHY OF

MATH EXPRESSIONS

To  truly  appreciate  what  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin
offers,  it  is  important  to  understand  the  pedagogical  research
that shaped its creation. The program was developed over more
than two decades of classroom-based research focusing on how
children actually learn mathematics. The core philosophy centers
on three key principles: teaching for conceptual understanding,
developing  mathematical  fluency  through  meaningful  practice,
and fostering a classroom culture where students explain their
thinking.
Unlike  traditional  programs  that  often  rely  heavily  on
memorization and rote procedures, Math Expressions Houghton
Mifflin  emphasizes  the  why  behind  the  math.  Students  are
encouraged to use multiple representations, including drawings,
manipulatives,  and symbolic  notation,  to  solve problems.  This
multifaceted approach ensures that learners do not simply mimic
steps but instead build a robust mental model of mathematical
relationships. The curriculum is carefully sequenced so that each
new concept builds upon previously mastered ideas, creating a
coherent  learning  trajectory  that  reduces  confusion  and
frustration.
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Research-Based
Instructional Design
One  of  the  standout  features  of  Math  Expressions  Houghton
Mifflin  is  its  grounding  in  the  learning  sciences.  Dr.  Fuson's
research into children's mathematical development revealed that
students  benefit  immensely  from  structured  opportunities  to
communicate their reasoning. As a result, the curriculum includes
daily  routines  such  as  "Math  Talk"  where  students  discuss
solution  strategies,  compare  approaches,  and  justify  their
answers. This verbalization process strengthens neural pathways
and deepens comprehension. The program also incorporates a
powerful teaching model known as the "Learning Path," which
gradually  moves  students  from  concrete  experiences  with
physical  objects  to  pictorial  representations  and  finally  to
abstract  symbolic  work.

KEY COMPONENTS THAT DEFINE MATH EXPRESSIONS
HOUGHTON MIFFLIN

The Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  program is  distinguished
by several signature elements that work synergistically to create
a  complete  learning  ecosystem.  Understanding  these
components helps educators and parents see why the program
has gained such strong adoption across the country.

Student Activity Books and
Homework Resources
At the heart of the program are the Student Activity Books,
which  are  consumable  workbooks  that  contain  daily  lessons,
practice problems, and formative assessments. Unlike traditional
textbooks where students simply read and solve problems in a
separate  notebook,  the  Activity  Book  integrates  workspace
directly  into  the  lesson.  This  design  minimizes  confusion  and
keeps student work organized.  Each lesson includes a mix of
guided practice, independent practice, and challenge problems,
allowing  for  natural  differentiation.  The  Homework  and
Remembering  book  provides  additional  practice  for  home,
reinforcing  concepts  taught  in  class  without  introducing  new
material that might cause frustration for families.

MathBoards and Visual
Learning Tools
A distinctive feature of  Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin is  the
use of MathBoards. These are durable, write-and-wipe boards
that  students  use  during  whole-group  and  small-group
instruction.  MathBoards  are  designed  with  specific  visual  aids,
such  as  number  lines,  place  value  charts,  and  fraction  bars,
printed directly on them. This allows teachers to quickly assess
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student understanding by having everyone hold up their boards,
providing  immediate  formative  feedback.  The  visual  tools
embedded in the curriculum, including Quick Practice routines
and visual pattern cards, help students develop number sense in
a way that feels playful rather than pressured.

Differentiated Instruction
and Intervention
Meeting  the  needs  of  every  learner  is  a  priority  in  modern
classrooms,  and  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  provides
robust  resources  for  differentiation.  The  program  offers  tiered
lesson  activities  that  allow  teachers  to  adjust  the  level  of
challenge  without  changing  the  core  mathematical  goal.  For
students who need additional support, the curriculum includes
intervention  lessons  that  revisit  foundational  concepts  using
alternative  strategies.  For  advanced learners,  the  "Challenge"
activities  and  "Enrichment"  projects  provide  opportunities  to
explore  mathematics  more  deeply,  often  through  real-world
problem-solving  scenarios.  This  built-in  flexibility  makes  the
program suitable for a wide range of student ability levels within
a single classroom.

IMPLEMENTING MATH EXPRESSIONS HOUGHTON
MIFFLIN IN THE CLASSROOM

Transitioning to a new math curriculum can feel overwhelming for
teachers  and  administrators.  However,  the  structure  of  Math

Expressions Houghton Mifflin is designed to make implementation
manageable  while  still  allowing  for  professional  judgment.
Understanding the recommended daily structure can help schools
maximize the program's effectiveness.

The Daily Lesson Structure
A  typical  lesson  in  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  follows  a
predictable  yet  flexible  flow.  The  lesson  begins  with  a  Quick
Practice warm-up, which is a brief, focused activity that reviews
previously learned skills or introduces a concept in a low-stakes
way.  This  is  followed by the core teaching phase,  where the
teacher presents a new concept using a step-by-step "Teaching"
sequence that includes modeling, guided practice, and student
discourse. Students then move into independent practice, often
working with a partner or in small groups to solve problems. The
lesson concludes with a "Math Talk" or "Share" session where
students  explain  their  strategies  and  the  teacher  clarifies
misconceptions.

Assessment and Progress
Monitoring
Ongoing assessment is woven into the fabric of Math Expressions
Houghton Mifflin. The program includes formative assessments
such as Quick Quizzes, Exit Tickets, and observation checklists
that  help  teachers  identify  which  students  have  mastered  a
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concept  and which need reteaching.  Summative assessments,
including  unit  tests  and  performance  tasks,  measure  overall
proficiency.  One  particularly  valuable  feature  is  the  "Formative
Assessment" component within each unit, which provides specific
guidance on how to address common errors. The program also
offers digital  assessment tools through the HMH platform, which
can generate reports on student progress at individual, class, and
school levels.

Professional Development
for Teachers
Successful  implementation of  Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin
requires ongoing professional learning. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
provides a variety of professional development options, including
in-person  workshops,  virtual  coaching  sessions,  and  online
resource libraries. These resources help teachers understand the
underlying pedagogy, learn effective questioning techniques, and
practice  facilitating  Math  Talk.  Many  schools  also  establish
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) focused on Math
Expressions,  where  teachers  can  share  strategies,  analyze
student work, and plan instruction collaboratively. Investing in
teacher  development  is  critical  because  the  program's
effectiveness depends heavily on the teacher's ability to facilitate
rich mathematical discussions.

COMPARING MATH EXPRESSIONS TO OTHER
ELEMENTARY MATH PROGRAMS

When schools are evaluating math curricula, they often compare
Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin to other major programs such
as  Everyday  Mathematics,  Go  Math!,  and  Eureka  Math  (now
EngageNY).  Each  program  has  its  strengths,  but  Math
Expressions  occupies  a  unique  position  because  of  its  strong
emphasis  on  student  discourse  and  multiple  solution
strategies.
Compared to Go Math!, which tends to be more procedural and
aligned closely with standardized test formats, Math Expressions
places  greater  emphasis  on  conceptual  understanding  and
flexible  thinking.  Students  using  Math  Expressions  are
encouraged  to  invent  their  own  strategies  before  being
introduced to standard algorithms, a process that builds deeper
ownership of the mathematics. In contrast to Eureka Math, which
follows  a  very  rigid,  scripted  approach,  Math  Expressions  offers
teachers  more  flexibility  to  adapt  lessons  to  their  students'
needs. Everyday Mathematics, while also research-based, focuses
more  heavily  on  games  and  real-world  applications,  whereas
Math Expressions maintains a tighter focus on direct instruction
and structured practice. Ultimately, the best choice depends on a
school's  specific  goals,  student  population,  and  teacher
preferences.

BENEFITS FOR STUDENTS, TEACHERS, AND FAMILIES

The  adoption  of  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  brings
tangible  benefits  to  all  stakeholders  in  the  educational  process.



Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin 5

5

For  students,  the  program  builds  confidence  by  showing  that
there are multiple  ways to solve a problem and that  making
mistakes is a natural part of learning. The emphasis on explaining
thinking also strengthens communication skills that transfer to
other subject areas. For teachers, the clear lesson structure and
abundant  resources  reduce planning time while  providing the
flexibility  to  meet  diverse  student  needs.  Teachers  report  that
Math  Talk  routines  transform  their  classrooms  into  vibrant
learning communities where students actively listen to and learn
from one another.
For  families,  Math  Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin  can  initially
present a learning curve because the methods students use may
differ  from  how  parents  learned  math.  However,  the  program
provides Family Letters and online resources that explain the
strategies being taught,  along with suggestions for supporting
learning  at  home.  Many  parents  find  that  once  they  understand
the  conceptual  approach,  they  appreciate  how  it  helps  their
children develop genuine  mathematical  reasoning rather  than
just memorizing steps. Over time, families often notice that their
children are more willing to discuss math and more persistent
when facing challenging problems.

SUCCESS STORIES AND RESEARCH OUTCOMES

Numerous  studies  have  examined  the  effectiveness  of  Math
Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin,  and  the  results  have  been
consistently  positive.  The  program  was  one  of  only  two
elementary math curricula to receive a "Strong" rating from the
What Works Clearinghouse, an arm of the U.S. Department of

Education  that  evaluates  educational  interventions  based  on
rigorous research. In a large-scale study conducted in diverse
school  districts,  students  who  used  Math  Expressions
outperformed their peers using other curricula on measures of
both  conceptual  understanding  and  procedural  fluency.  Gains
were particularly notable among English language learners and
students  from  low-income  backgrounds,  suggesting  that  the
program's visual and verbal approaches help level the playing
field.
School  districts  across  the  country  have  shared  compelling
success  stories.  In  one  Texas  district,  after  adopting  Math
Expressions  Houghton  Mifflin,  fifth-grade  math  scores  on  state
assessments rose by over 15 percentage points in three years.
Teachers reported that students were more engaged and that
classroom  management  improved  because  students  were
actively involved in learning. In a California school serving a high
population of  English learners,  teachers  noted that  the visual
models used in Math Expressions helped students grasp complex
concepts like fractions and decimals that had previously been
stumbling  blocks.  These  real-world  results  underscore  the
program's  potential  to  transform  mathematics  education.

NAVIGATING CHALLENGES AND MAXIMIZING SUCCESS

While Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin has many strengths, no
curriculum is without challenges. Some teachers initially struggle
with the pacing, feeling that the program moves too slowly or too
quickly  through  certain  topics.  Others  find  that  facilitating
effective  Math  Talk  requires  practice  and  intentional  effort.



6

6 Math Expressions Houghton Mifflin 2026-02-18

Additionally, because the program uses different vocabulary and
solution  methods  than  some  parents  experienced,  family
communication  is  essential  to  prevent  confusion  at  home.
To  maximize  success  with  Math  Expressions,  schools  should
establish a  clear  implementation plan that  includes dedicated
time for professional development,  collaborative planning, and
ongoing support.  Leaders should encourage teachers to adapt
lessons to their students' needs rather than feeling pressured to
cover  every page.  Building a  strong partnership  with  families
through orientation nights, newsletters, and open communication
can alleviate concerns and build support for the program. When
these elements  are  in  place,  schools  consistently  report  high
levels  of  satisfaction  with  Math  Expressions  and  measurable
improvements in student outcomes.

THE FUTURE OF MATH EXPRESSIONS AND DIGITAL
LEARNING

As education continues to evolve, Math Expressions Houghton
Mifflin  has  kept  pace  with  technological  advancements.  The
digital  platform  offers  interactive  student  editions,  online
manipulatives,  and  adaptive  practice  tools  that  provide
immediate feedback. These resources are particularly valuable in
blended  learning  environments  where  students  alternate
between  in-person  and  online  instruction.  The  HMH  platform
includes  robust  data  analytics  that  help  teachers  monitor
progress and target instruction with precision. Looking ahead, the

program is likely to incorporate even more personalized learning
features,  leveraging  artificial  intelligence  to  recommend  specific
activities  based  on  individual  student  performance.  However,
even  as  technology  advances,  the  core  philosophy  of  Math
Expressions—building deep understanding through discourse and
multiple representations—remains as relevant as ever.

CONCLUSION: WHY MATH EXPRESSIONS HOUGHTON
MIFFLIN MATTERS

In a world where mathematical literacy is essential for success in
careers, citizenship, and daily life, the quality of elementary math
instruction has never  been more important.  Math Expressions
Houghton  Mifflin  offers  a  thoughtful,  research-proven  approach
that  empowers  students  to  become  confident,  flexible  problem
solvers.  By  prioritizing  conceptual  understanding,  encouraging
mathematical discourse, and providing teachers with the tools
they need to differentiate instruction, this program sets the stage
for  a  lifetime  of  mathematical  success.  Whether  you  are  an
educator considering adoption, a parent supporting your child's
learning, or an administrator looking to improve outcomes across
your school, Math Expressions provides a coherent and effective
pathway  to  mathematical  proficiency.  The  evidence  is  clear:
when students understand the ideas behind the procedures, they
remember  them  longer,  apply  them  more  effectively,  and
develop a  genuine  appreciation  for  the  beauty  and power  of
mathematics.


