
Dear Parents and Guardians, 

 

As you have noticed on the materials lists from your student’s mathematics teacher, high school students are 

asked to buy a graphing calculator.  We recognize that making a purchase this expensive is difficult.  We 

would like to share with you some ideas to consider when making this decision. 

 

In many ways, a graphing calculator and Desmos are comparable.  For students enrolled in the Integrated 1, 

2, or 3 classes using the Core Connections Curriculum, they can access the content using either a graphing 

calculator or the on-line tool Desmos.  Both allow students to access advanced ideas regarding functions, 

probability, statistics and trigonometry that would otherwise be beyond the scope of the class.  Nearly 

instantaneous graphs allow students to see changes in graphs quickly and, thus, compare functions efficiently.  

Students can explore the “whys” of function behavior.  As another example, finding the roots or extrema of 

cubic functions is not an easy algebraic process.  By using a graphing calculator or Desmos, however, 

students can analyze a cubic function graphically, determining its contextual domain, its roots, and its 

extrema.  From there, students then can interpret the results in context.   

 

In addition, complicated calculations that might otherwise take a great deal of time can be completed easily 

allowing students to explore the higher-level analytical questions inherent in a situation.  For example, in a 

statistics unit, students learn the pencil-and-paper method for calculating the standard deviation of a data set.  

Once they have learned the process, however, they will learn how to use the calculator or Desmos to do these 

calculations so that they can progress to the analysis of the results.  The time saved is useful both in class and 

during homework assignments. 

 

However, in other ways, the two graphing options are not comparable.  Desmos requires internet access, thus 

connectivity issues must be considered. Students who plan to enroll in AP classes like AP Calculus and AP 

Statistics cannot use the internet during testing and must use a graphing calculator. Students will need to be 

conversant in calculator use for these and other paper-and-pencil standardized tests like the ACT and SAT.   

In addition, students will not be able to access Desmos during closed notes tests/quizzes, including unit 

exams.   Investing in a graphing calculator now gives students the opportunity to learn the technology and 

become adept at its use by the time they take those tests.  A graphing calculator is often a lifetime investment.  

For most students, a TI-83/84/89/N-spire will be powerful enough to see students through college courses. 

 

Each DSA high school mathematics teacher uses a TI-83, TI-83 plus or a TI-84 calculator in class.  The 83 

and 84 models have very similar keystrokes and are thus easy to follow even if you have the other model.  

Therefore, we recommend using the TI-83, TI-83 plus, TI-84 or TI-84 plus.  (Second hand calculators in 

good shape are just as effective as brand new ones in the difficult-to-open plastic boxes!) 

 

If you have any questions about graphing calculators, please ask your child’s teacher.  We would be happy to 

discuss the decision on more detail. 

 

Sincerely, 

Andréa Wiseman, NBCT 

Mathematics Teacher 

Denver School of the Arts 

 



 


