Fostering Algebraic Habits of Mind
Transition to Algebra is designed to build students’ algebraic habits of mind, key mathematical ways of thinking that bring
focus and coherence to students’ work with mathematics. The algebraic habits of mind central to TTA reflect the Standards for
Mathematical Practice (SMP) outlined in the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).

1 Puzzling and Persevering
Students often see mathematics as a collection of rules to
know and follow. Genuine problems—in school and out—
are not so cut-and-dried. Standardized tests also give problems that require students to think beyond the rules. Even
ordinary word problems require students to figure out where
to start and what to do next. There is no “formula” for how
to do that, which is one reason students find word problems
difficult. Puzzles place that particular skill—figuring out
where to start—front and center. The puzzles in Transition to
Algebra have been chosen strategically to support mathematical ways of thinking essential in algebra. (aligned with CCSS,

“ Transition to Algebra’s ease of use flows from its
makes-sense approach. It is very well developed,
coherent, and clearly presented so that teachers and
students alike can see the logical progression of content.”
—Linda Ferreira, Math Coordinator, Attleboro, MA
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3 Using Tools Strategically
Appropriate use of tools requires some reasoning about and
picturing results before they are fully derived. In arithmetic and
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That method works for all first-year algebra cases and helps
students “see the steps.” But it doesn’t encourage students
to see the overall structure. Both are necessary. Transition
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—Kate Clapp, High School Math Educator,
Ben Bronz Academy, West Hartford, CT

For sample lessons and
additional information visit
www.TransitiontoAlgebra.com

“One important purpose for learning mathematics is to develop useful, analytic, quantitative, logical
ways of looking at the world and thinking about things. When mathematical ways of thinking begin
to become automatic—not just ways one can use, but ways one is likely to use—it is reasonable
to call them habits: mathematical habits of mind. Every lesson, activity, and teaching strategy
in Transition to Algebra is designed to thoughtfully grow students' algebraic habits of mind.”

4 Describing Repeated Reasoning
This is the habit of looking for a pattern, exploring its mathematics,
and developing a generic way (often an algebraic expression or
equation) to describe it. The practice of seeking and articulating
regularity is a cornerstone of algebraic thinking. Many students
who can solve the algebraic equation that represents a problem
can’t generate that equation. Transition to Algebra teaches students
how they can generate an equation by guessing a possible solution,
checking that guess, and then repeating that process for a different
arbitrary guess. The goal is not for students to find an answer by
guesswork, trial and error, or approximation and adjustment. The
goal is for them to notice the regularity in the operations they
use to check their guesses. Then students generalize the process
by “calculating" the result for any value x, generating the equation
they need to solve. (Aligned with CCSS, SMP#8: Look for and
express repeated reasoning)

“Transition to Algebra offers the same concepts as
a pre-algebra or Algebra 1 program, but with a very
different approach—very visual and kinesthetic. So
for kids who fall through the gaps, they get another
way of looking at the concepts.”
—Cynthia L. Rossini, STEM/Pre-AP & Math Investigations
Teacher, Pierce Middle School, Milton, MA

“With Transition to Algebra I see a deeper understanding
when I hear how the students talk about algebra; they
talk more fluently about the math. The more advanced
students are clearly forming more creative ways to solve
problems. Transition to Algebra encourages different
problem solving ‘angles’ of strategy, and the way students
discuss their problem-solving approaches is great.”
—Lara Lustig, Math & Science Teacher, Asheville, NC
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Communicating with Precision
As students develop mathematical language, they learn to
use algebraic notation to express what they already know and
to translate words, symbols, and diagrams. Clear communication also requires the refinement of academic language as
students explain their reasoning and solutions. Along with
some new specifically mathematical vocabulary, this includes
the use of:
• quantifiers (all, some, always, sometimes, never,
any, for each, only, etc.)
• combination and negation (not, or, and)
• conditionals (if…then…, whenever, if not, etc.)
(Aligned with CCSS, SMP#3: Construct viable
arguments and critique the reasoning of others
and CCSS, SMP#6: Attend to precision)

