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UNLOCKING THE POWER OF
INCREMENTAL MASTERY: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO
ADVANCED MATHEMATICS
SAXON

For students and parents navigating the
challenging  waters  of  high  school
mathematics,  the  term  Advanced
Mathematics Saxon often emerges as
both a beacon of hope and a source of
trepidation.  This  curriculum,  widely

recognized for its rigorous, incremental
approach, is designed to build a deep,
lasting  understanding  of  mathematical
concepts.  Unlike  traditional  programs
that  might  cycle  through  topics  in
isolated  units,  the  Saxon  method  is
famed for  its  "spiral"  approach,  where
concepts  are  introduced  in  small,
digestible  pieces  and  then  reviewed
continuously  throughout  the  year.  For
t h o s e  t a c k l i n g  t h e  a d v a n c e d
levels—typically  covering  Algebra  2,
Advanced  Math  (which  includes
trigonometry  and  precalculus),  and
Calculus—this methodology can be the
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key  to  unlocking  true  mathematical
fluency.  This  article  will  explore  the
intricacies  of  Advanced  Mathematics
Saxon,  explaining  why  it  stands  out,
what  it  covers,  and how students  can
leverage its unique structure to achieve
success.

WHAT EXACTLY IS ADVANCED
MATHEMATICS SAXON?

W h e n  w e  r e f e r  t o  A d v a n c e d
Mathematics Saxon,  we are typically
talking about the upper-echelon courses
in John Saxon’s famous textbook series.
The  Saxon  Math  program,  created  by
John H. Saxon Jr., is built on a foundation
of distributed practice and incremental
development.  Rather  than  teaching  a
topic to completion and then moving on
forever, Saxon introduces a new concept

in a small "increment" within a lesson.
The student practices this new idea, but
crucially, the majority of the homework
set  (the  "Problem  Set")  consists  of
review problems from previous lessons.
This  relentless  recycling  of  material
ensures  that  skills  are  not  forgotten.
The advanced sequence usually begins
with  Algebra  2 ,  fol lowed  by  the
c o m p r e h e n s i v e  A d v a n c e d
Mathematics:  An  Incremental
Development  (often  referred  to  as
Saxon Advanced Math or  even "Saxon
Calculus  before  Calculus"),  and  finally
Calculus.  In  many  homeschool  and
private school settings, this sequence is
considered the gold standard for college
preparation  in  STEM  fields.  The
Advanced Mathematics Saxon text is
particularly unique because it integrates
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geometry,  trigonometry,  advanced
algebra,  and precalculus  into  a  single,
cohesive course. This is a departure from
the more common approach of  having
separate  Algebra  2,  Geometry,  and
Precalculus  courses.

THE CORE PHILOSOPHY: WHY
INCREMENTAL LEARNING WORKS

To  appreciate  the  value  of  Advanced
Mathematics  Saxon,  one  must  first
understand its pedagogical cornerstone:
the spiral or incremental approach. Many
traditional  textbooks  operate  on  a
"block" schedule. For example, a chapter
might  be devoted entirely  to  factoring
polynomials. The student works dozens
of  problems,  masters  the  skill  for  the
test, and then the class moves on to a
new chapter. The problem, of course, is

that  by  the  time  the  final  exam  rolls
around, the student may have forgotten
how to factor entirely.
Saxon’s method directly counteracts this
"forgetting  curve."  In  the  Advanced
Mathematics  Saxon  curriculum,  a
lesson on a new type of  trigonometric
identity  might  be  followed  by  twenty
review  problems  covering  logarithms,
conic  sections,  and  complex  numbers.
This  constant  retr ieval  practice
strengthens  neural  pathways  and
embeds  knowledge  into  long-term
memory.  It  builds  a  "mathematical
reflex"  where  problem-solving  becomes
second nature. This is especially critical
in  the  advanced  leve l s ,  where
cumulative  knowledge  is  essential.  A
student  cannot  hope  to  understand
calculus without a rock-solid foundation
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in algebra and trigonometry. The Saxon
method ensures that foundation is laid
brick by brick, day after day.

The Role of
Repetition in
Mastery
Critics sometimes argue that the Saxon
method is "repetitive" or "drill and kill."
However,  proponents  of  Advanced
Mathematics Saxon  would argue the
opposite:  it  is  "drill  and  skill."  The
repetition is not mindless; it is strategic.
Each  time  a  concept  reappears,  it  is
often  in  a  slightly  different  context  or
with  a  higher  degree  of  difficulty.  This

forces the student to apply the concept
flexibly  rather  than  just  rote-memorize
a n  a l g o r i t h m .  F o r  a d v a n c e d
mathematics,  this  ability  to  recall  and
apply  foundational  skills  automatically
frees  up  working  memory  to  grapple
with  complex  new  ideas  like  limits,
derivatives, and integrals.

KEY FEATURES OF THE
ADVANCED SAXON CURRICULUM

What sets the Advanced Mathematics
Saxon  textbooks apart in the crowded
field  of  math  curricula?  Several  distinct
features stand out, making it a favorite
among  families  seeking  a  rigorous,
independent  learning  experience.

The Integrated Approach: The
Advanced Mathematics Saxon
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text is a hybrid course. It does not
treat geometry, algebra 2, and
trigonometry as separate entities.
Instead, it weaves them together.
This is mathematically more
natural, as these disciplines are
deeply connected in real-world
applications.
The Problem Set Format: Every
lesson includes a "Problem Set"
that is heavily weighted toward
review (often 25-30 problems).
Only 4-6 problems are on the new
concept. This structure reinforces
the idea that learning is a
continuous process, not a series of
discrete events.
Explicit Instruction: Saxon texts
are known for their clear, explicit
explanations. They do not rely on

discovery learning or group work.
The lesson explains the concept,
provides clear examples, and then
the student practices. This works
exceptionally well for independent
study or homeschooling
environments.
Emphasis on Skills and
Fluency: The curriculum
prioritizes procedural fluency.
While conceptual understanding is
certainly addressed, the primary
goal is that the student can do the
math correctly and efficiently. This
is a direct response to the "math
wars" of the late 20th century,
positioning Saxon firmly on the
side of traditional, skill-based
instruction.
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DEEP DIVE: WHAT YOU WILL
LEARN IN ADVANCED
MATHEMATICS SAXON

The  Advanced  Mathematics  Saxon
course is a beast. It is designed to be a
thorough preparation for calculus, and it
covers  a  massive  amount  of  material.
Here is a breakdown of the major topics
you can expect to master.

1. Trigonometric
Foundations and
Beyond
This is a major component of the course.
You  wil l  start  with  r ight  tr iangle

trigonometry and progress through the
unit  circle,  graphing  sine  and  cosine
functions,  verifying  identities,  and
solving  trigonometric  equations.  The
Advanced  Mathematics  Saxon
curriculum  goes  deep  into  identities,
covering  sum  and  difference  formulas,
double-angle  and  half-angle  formulas,
and even inverse functions. By the end,
students  are  comfortable  proving
complex identities and solving equations
on restricted intervals.

2. Advanced
Algebra and
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Functions
The algebra in this course is not just a
review  of  Algebra  1.  You  will  explore
polynomial  functions  of  higher  degree,
rational  functions,  exponential  and
logarithmic  functions,  and  their
applications.  A  significant  portion  is
dedicated to conic sections (parabolas,
ellipses, hyperbolas), requiring students
to manipulate equations and understand
geometric  properties.  Matrices  and
determinants  are  also  covered,  along
with sequences and series.

3. Analytic

Geometry and
Vectors
The integrated geometry in Advanced
Mathematics Saxon is truly analytical.
You will  learn about polar  coordinates,
parametric  equations,  and  vectors  in
both two and three dimensions.  These
topics  are  crucial  for  physics  and
engineering  applications.  The  course
introduces  the  dot  product  and  cross
product, providing a solid foundation for
multivariable calculus later on.

4. An
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Introduction to
Calculus
Yes,  you  read  that  correctly.  The
Advanced  Mathematics  Saxon
textbook  contains  a  substantial
introduction  to  calculus.  It  covers  the
concept of limits (including epsilon-delta
proofs),  the  definition  of  the  derivative,
basic  differentiation  rules,  and
applications  like  related  rates  and
optimizat ion.  I t  also  introduces
integration,  including  the  Fundamental
Theorem of  Calculus  and  areas  under
curves.  This  means  that  a  student
finishing  Saxon  Advanced  Math  is
exceptionally  well-prepared  for  a  full-
year Calculus course. They have already

seen and practiced the core concepts.

BENEFITS OF CHOOSING
ADVANCED MATHEMATICS
SAXON

Why  do  so  many  families  and  self-
directed  learners  choose  Advanced
Mathematics  Saxon  for  their  high
school  journey?  The  benefits  are
substantial,  though  they  come  with  a
specific set of demands.

Unmatched
Retention and
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Confidence
Because of  the spiral  review,  students
w h o  c o m p l e t e  t h e  Advanced
Mathematics  Saxon  sequence  know
the material. They don't just know it for
a test; they know it for life. This builds
incredible  confidence.  When  a  student
goes  to  college calculus,  they are  not
surprised  by  algebra  or  trig  mistakes.
They  have  automatized  those  skills,
allowing them to focus entirely on the
new calculus concepts. This is perhaps
the single  greatest  advantage.  College
professors  often  lament  that  students
forget  their  algebra;  Saxon  students
rarely  have  this  problem.

Excellent
Preparation for
STEM and
Standardized
Tests
T h e  r i g o r  o f  t h e  A d v a n c e d
Mathematics  Saxon  curriculum  is
legendary.  Students  who  survive  and
thrive in this program are well-prepared
for  the  SAT,  ACT,  and  AP  Calculus
exams.  The  constant  problem-solving
builds  stamina  and  precision.  For
students  aiming  for  competit ive
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engineering or science programs, Saxon
provides  the  quantitative  firepower
needed  to  succeed.

Develops
Independent
Learning Skills
Saxon textbooks are designed to be read
and  understood  by  the  student.  The
lessons  are  self-contained.  This  forces
the student  to  develop critical  reading
and independent problem-solving skills.
They learn to  figure things out  from the
examples  and  the  text.  This  is  a
transferable skill that serves them well in
college  and  beyond.  A  student  using

Advanced Mathematics Saxon learns
how to learn from a technical text.

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS WITH
ADVANCED MATHEMATICS
SAXON

This  curriculum  is  not  easy.  It  is
demanding.  However,  with  the  right
approach, students can not only survive
it  but  thrive  in  it .  Here  are  some
strategies  that  experienced  users  of
Advanced  Mathematics  Saxon
recommend.

Master the Daily Rhythm: Do1.
not skip days. The spiral nature
means that missing a day creates
a gap in the review cycle.
Consistency is key. Aim for one
lesson per day, every day.
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Analyze Your Mistakes: When2.
you get a problem wrong, do not
just look at the answer. Go back
and re-read the lesson where that
concept was first introduced.
Understand why you made the
mistake. This is how you truly
learn from the spiral.
Use the Tests as Diagnostic3.
Tools: Take the tests seriously.
They are cumulative. If you fail a
test, it is a sign that you need to
go back and review specific
lessons. The Advanced
Mathematics Saxon curriculum
provides a "Test Solutions" manual
that shows every step, which is
invaluable for understanding your
errors.
Don't Be Afraid to Redo4.

Problems: If you get a problem
wrong on the homework (the
Problem Set), correct it
immediately. Redoing problems
until you get them right is the
essence of mastery.
Consider a DIVE or Art Reed5.
Video Supplement: While the
text is self-contained, many
students benefit from video
lectures that explain the day's
lesson. Tools like DIVE Interactive
Education or Art Reed's DVDs are
specifically designed for the
Advanced Mathematics Saxon
texts and can be a lifesaver for
tricky concepts.
Embrace the Struggle: The6.
course is hard. That is the point.
The struggle to understand a
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difficult problem is where the
growth happens. Encourage a
"growth mindset"—view
challenges as opportunities to get
smarter.

HOW DOES IT COMPARE TO
OTHER ADVANCED MATH
PROGRAMS?

It  is  useful  to  compare  Advanced
Mathematics  Saxon  with  more
mainstream  offerings  like  those  from
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (e.g., "Algebra
2," "Geometry," "Precalculus") or the Art
of Problem Solving (AoPS) series.
Vs. Traditional Textbooks: Traditional
textbooks  are  typically  "block"  based.
They teach a topic, test it, and move on.

Saxon is the opposite. Traditional books
o f ten  have  more  " rea l -wo r l d "
applications  and  colorful  graphics,  but
they may not  build  the same level  of
procedural  fluency.  For  students  who
struggle with retention,  Saxon is  often
the  superior  choice.  For  students  who
are quick and want to move fast through
a topic, a traditional book might feel less
tedious.
Vs. Art of Problem Solving (AoPS):
AoPS is another rigorous program, but it
is  almost  an  entirely  different
philosophy.  AoPS is  designed for  math
competition  students.  It  emphasizes
deep  conceptual  understanding,  proof,
and  non-standard  problem-solving.
Advanced  Mathematics  Saxon  is
more  focused  on  a  broad,  deep


