
 

Math in Place, Module 1 1 

Math in Place for Subitizing 
We all subitize as a regular part of our daily lives. A teacher’s job is to provide 
children with opportunities to subitize and help them become aware that 
sometimes we just know how many there are. The sections below offer ways you 

can set up your classroom to provide subitizing opportunities and use your interactions with 
children during the day to prompt them to subitize. 

Key instructional practices for subitizing 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for 
subitizing: 

  

• Prompt children to say how many they see and describe how they see that 
quantity. 

• Give feedback on children’s correct and over-extended use of number words. 
• Provide varied examples and non-examples of the same quantity to encourage 

number constancy. 

Key instructional practices for all math teaching 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for all 
math teaching: 

  

Dedicate time each day to teaching math, and integrate math instruction 
throughout the school day. 

• Create a math-rich environment where children can recognize and meaningfully 
apply math. 

• Embed math in routines, games, and other instruction to teach and reinforce 
math concepts and skills. 

 

Teach children to view and describe their world mathematically. 

• Use open-ended “what,” “why,” and “how” questions to encourage children to 
apply their math knowledge. 

• Encourage children to think and talk about math using everyday problem 
situations. 

• Gradually and explicitly connect children’s informal language about math to 
more formal math language, symbols, and procedures. 
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Setting up a math-rich environment 
To provide a math-rich environment for subitizing, display visuals of small subitizable sets in 
the classroom to organize your space or remind children of rules. 

For example, if up to three children are allowed in the dramatic play area at one time, while 
two children is the limit for the reading corner, a sign in each location can include the 
number of dots or other similar shapes to indicate the quantity. (You can even use the 
quantity cards provided in this toolkit for the signs.) Children can use these reminders to 
figure out whether there is still room for them to play in each area, and they will also become 
familiar with the association between the number words—“only three children”—and the 
image that shows three subitizable objects. 

If you have a chart with numerals somewhere, it is especially important to accompany each of 
the numerals with a visual display for children to subitize (or count if needed!). By combining 
the numeral with a meaningful display of its quantity, you provide children with tools they 
can use to figure out for themselves what the numeral represents. 

Interacting with children using math 
To use subitizing in your interactions with children, you need to find opportunities to help 
children focus on small, static, visible sets of items. These opportunities can occur in many 
locations in your classroom. Some examples are provided in the table below. 

In each example, your role may be simply to ask children how many they see, as in “Josiah, 
how many books are left on the shelf?” At other times you may go on to ask a child, “How did 
you know how many there were?” or “Did you count them, or did you just know?” You can 
also find opportunities to provide non-examples of particular quantities for children to react 
to. For example, by holding up three pencils and asking, “Is this four?” 

Location or time Opportunities 

Snack time 

• Checking to be sure the right number of plates are on each table. 
• Making sure each child has the same number of grapes. 
• Checking to see how many children are still at the table when it is 

time to go outside. 

Dramatic play 

• Seeing how many children are in the dramatic play area to 
determine if it is “full.” 

• Checking if there are enough chef’s hats for all the children playing 
to wear one. 

• Making sure that all three bowls have been returned to the shelf. 

Block corner 

• Seeing how many blocks are in a tower. 
• Checking to see if both the half-circle shapes have been put away. 
• Looking to see whether all three bins of blocks are currently being 

played with. 
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Location or time Opportunities 

Outdoor play 

• Looking to see how many swings are still available. 
• Making sure there are no more than three children in the tree 

house. 
• Checking to see that both wagons have been returned to their 

parking spots. 

Art area 
• Seeing whether there are two markers set out for each child. 
• Checking to see if all three easels are already occupied. 
• Asking each child to pick out two pieces of construction paper. 

Book corner 

• Asking each child to pick out three books. 
• Checking how many books are out on the table. 
• Making sure there are two books ready for reading on each 

“reading pillow.” 

Transition time 

• Lining up: selecting three more children to go to the line. 
• Cleaning up: asking children to pick up and put away two toys. 
• Washing hands: making sure there are two full soap bottles by the 

sink. 
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