
Math Musing:  Shouldn’t they know their multiplication facts? 
 
We used to drill the multiplication facts.  Most of us have memories of Mad Minutes, 
flashcards and Around the World games from grade school.  Ask any parent what the 
most important part of mathematics is and chances are they will tell you that knowing 
your facts is.  And they are right.  Knowing your facts is important and it makes other 
parts of mathematics a lot easier to do.  If I had to count by 8s every time I needed to 
know 8 x 7 I would be frustrated.  Especially since counting by 8s is hard.  It is efficient 
to know your multiplication facts but, it is important to know how to get the answer if you 
forget. 
 
But then came "problem solving in mathematics" and the message, albeit 
misunderstood, seemed to be that learning your facts was not a good thing.  And 
teachers all over the western world either stopped drilling the facts or felt guilty doing 
so.  However, problem solving in mathematics never equaled not learning your 
multiplication facts (or addition/subtraction facts either).  The real message is that 
knowing your multiplication facts without understanding what they mean is not nearly as 
valuable as understanding multiplication before you learn your facts.  Another message 
was that timed drills of meaningless facts can be stressful for many students since if you 
don't have any strategies to find the answer beyond your memory which has failed you, 
you really are out of luck. 
 
So we need to teach students how the facts are related.  If I know 2 x 8, but I can't 
remember 4 x 8, I don't need to worry because I can double 16.  If I know 4 x 4 but I 
don't know 4 x8, I don't need to worry because I can double 16.  If I know 4 x 5 and I 
know 4 x3 I can figure out 4 x8 by adding 20 + 12.  Plus, I understand how all these 
facts are related because I can break 4 x 8 into different smaller arrays.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Number strings (Cathy Fosnot’s orange book) are a great way to teach kids how these 
facts are all related.  In the end you want students to be able to think about 
multiplication facts as a series of connected arrays.  If we return to my original 
troublesome fact 8 x7, I don’t have to count by eights if I know 8 x4 = 32 and 8 x 3 = 23 
and can add 32 + 23 = 56. 

    

      

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

      

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

      

    

    

    

    

    

    



Once students understand these relationships, it is very beneficial for them to learn their 
“facts”.  A teacher I know has the students fill out the multiplication grid every Monday 
(Multiplication Mondays-we love alliteration even as math teachers!).  As opposed to 
having random facts, the multiplication grid can help students to use what they know to 
figure out what they don’t know once they understand how the facts can be related with 
arrays. 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

2 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 

3 3 6 9 12 15 18 21 24 27 

4 4 8 12 16   28 32  

5 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40  

6 6 12 18   36 ?   

7 7 14 21    49   

8 8 16 24   ?  64  

9 9 18 27     ? 81 

 

Let’s suppose a student knew a number of the 2s, 3s, 5s and their doubles.  Once they 
have had practice with the arrays, they can use the grid to figure out the trickier “higher” 
facts.  Look at the coloured ?s and the related facts to see how students could use the 
grid to help them figure out the facts they didn’t know. 

BUT, the careful caveat here, is NOT to just show the students a “trick” but to make 
sure they understand how each fact can be an array broken into smaller arrays.  Once 
they know that, making the connection to the facts within the multiplication table makes 
sense.  Then having the students learn their facts through short practice times is 
beneficial and will make their mathematical lives much easier.  

And….should you time them?  My answer is yes and no.  Competition against yourself 
can be fun.  For some students, beating their time for how many they can do provides 
motivation.  But, for other students it causes undue stress.  I would probably say, we are 
going to practice for one minute, or 5 minutes but no longer.  After all, you don’t want 
some poor soul labouring over this for half an hour.  I would also have different grids 
available—a 5 x5  up to a 12 x 12 (or show the kids how to block it off).  For a student 
just beginning to know their facts, 12 x 12 is going to be daunting no matter how 
understanding you are.  But, I would never make the fastest kid the best kid.  Each 
student should celebrate their own accomplishments, be able to see growth, and have a 
way to figure them out without waiting for divine inspiration. 


