
Dear Polly: 
My students often struggle to recall basic facts.  I see students using their fingers and I 
hear them counting on.  I have them using fact triangles but I don’t notice much 
improvement.  How can I help my students? 
Sincerely, 
Flustered with Fact Fluency 
  
Dear Flustered: 
We need to consider several things before we begin to work with students to become 
more fluent in their facts and the first is to be certain they understand the concept, 
whether it be addition, subtraction, multiplication, or division.   Common Core State 
Standards says:  “Fluency is not meant to come at the expense of understanding but is 
an outcome of a progression of learning and sufficient thoughtful practice.  It is 
important to provide the conceptual building blocks that develop understanding in 
tandem with skill along the way to fluency; the roots of this conceptual understanding 
often extend one or more grades earlier in the standards than the grade when fluency is 
finally expected.”  Additionally, the Standards state:  “Wherever the word fluently 
appears in a content standard, the word means quickly and accurately…a key aspect of 
fluency in this sense is that it is not something that happens all at once in a single grade 
but requires attention to student understanding along the way.”  For support, I have 
attached to this email the Common Core Standards for each grade level that include 
fact fluency. 
I also recommend that you have a conversation with your school’s Math Coach.  They 
have many ideas of ways to support your students with fluency.   Using fact triangles is 
one way, but you can expand on that idea to make sure you are individualizing the 
practice for each student.    A couple of other tips:  introduce small sets of related facts; 
correct errors immediately; to make practice efficient, increase or decrease the difficulty 
depending on a student’s proficiency; use small sets of facts until they are mastered; 
and never use timed tests, which have been proven to be ineffective and cause many 
students anxiety and frustration.  The research is clear that timed tests do not support 
fluency.   Most importantly, students should have conceptual understanding before 
starting to work toward developing fluency.    Again, your Math Coach can support you 
and your students! 
Sincerely, 
Polly 
  

Here are the Common Core Standards for each grade 
level that include fact fluency: 

Kindergarten:    
•             K.OA.5   Fluently add and subtract within 5. 
1st Grade:   
•             1.OA.6  Add and subtract within 20, demonstrating fluency for addition and 
subtraction within 10. Use strategies such as counting on; making ten (e.g., 8 + 6 = 8 + 
2 + 4 = 10 + 4 = 14); decomposing a number leading to a ten (e.g., 13 – 4 = 13 – 3 – 1 = 
10 – 1 = 9); using the relationship between addition and subtraction (e.g., knowing that 



8 + 4 = 12, one knows 12 – 8 = 4); and creating equivalent but easier or known sums 
(e.g., adding 6 + 7 by creating the known equivalent 6 + 6 + 1 = 12 + 1 = 13). 
2nd Grade:  
•             2.OA.2  Fluently add and subtract within 20 using mental strategies.2 By end of 
Grade 2, know from memory all sums of two one-digit numbers.   
•             2.NBT.5  Fluently add and subtract within 100 using strategies based on place 
value, properties of operations, and/or the relationship between addition and 
subtraction. 
3rd Grade:   
•             3.OA.7  Fluently multiply and divide within 100, using strategies such as the 
relationship between multiplication and division (e.g., knowing that 8 × 5 = 40, one 
knows 40 ÷ 5 = 8) or properties of operations. By the end of Grade 3, know from 
memory all products of two one-digit numbers.     
•             3.NBT.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. 
4th Grade:   
•             4.NBT.5  Fluently add and subtract multi-digit whole numbers using the 
standard algorithm. 
5th Grade: 
•             5.NBT.5  Fluently multiply multi-digit whole numbers using the standard 
algorithm. 
6th Grade:   
•             6.NS.2   Fluently divide multi-digit numbers using the standard algorithm. 
•             6.NS.3   Fluently add, subtract, multiply, and divide multi-digit decimals using 
the standard algorithm for each operation. 
 


