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A Four-Quadrant Approach 

After two years of delivering Sprints daily, I concluded that the tool was working 
magnificently for 90% of my students. Unfortunately, the remaining ten percent were the 
students who most needed to bolster their fluency skills. Entering my third year of 
teaching Math, I made it my year-long professional growth goal to change this. I wanted 
Sprints to work well for every student, including Jennifer - a child with an Intelligence 
Quotient in the 80s.  

Although Jennifer was in sixth grade, her mathematical skill set was that of a first grader. 
She hadn’t automatized any of her times tables and struggled with simple addition and 
subtraction calculations.  

For the previous two years, I had always rewritten Sprints whenever a student finished in 
under one minute. I simply replaced the last five to ten problems with more challenging 
ones, so that none of my students would be able to finish the next time I gave it. Strong 
students seemed to respond well to the advanced rigor, trying harder when they felt 
challenged by the Sprint.  

To engage Jennifer and other struggling students, I needed to inverse my philosophy for 
the first ten to 15 problems. Each time I delivered a Sprint, I stole a glance at Jennifer’s 
paper. If she didn’t get at least 11 correct (one every five and a half seconds), I rewrote 
the first quadrant of problems, making them easier. This forced me to think critically 
about the initial sequence and calculation complexity of each Sprint. I found this exercise 
tedious and challenging, but also very rewarding. By the middle of the school year, all 
students were feeling successful and challenged, daily.  

Having accomplished my goal, I found greater joy – and art – in writing new sprints 
moving forward. I have come to view the 44 problems in my blank Sprint templates in 
four quadrants. I categorize them as follows:  

Quadrant 1: Problems below grade level. Each child should gain confidence by 
completing all the problems correctly in under one minute. I don’t 
think that these problems can be “too easy.”  
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Quadrant2: Harder problems than the first quadrant, but still very easy. Slightly 
harder computation and/or more randomized problem sets are 
introduced.  

Quadrant3: Problems incorporate grade level skills and complexities that all 
students have been introduced to. The rapidity of answering questions 
tends to slow down.  

Quadrant4: Problems consist of more difficult computation and present challenges 
that the students have the skill to answer, but might not have been 
prepared for. 

Sprints tend to be most dynamic when all students correctly answer between 15 and 35 
questions. This creates a joyful balance of success and rigor.  

 


