
 

Routine, Module 1 1 

Quantity Card Transition 
(subitizing routine) 

This brief routine helps children move from one activity to another and reinforces 
their math thinking and number sense. The children could be waiting in the 
hallway to use the bathroom, brushing their teeth, going to centers, or getting 

ready to go outside. With this quantity card transition, every minute is useful and fun! 

For maximum results, use this routine at least once a day. 

Goals 

• Children use their fingers to show they understand the quantity of a set. 
• Children determine “how many” in the set (name cardinal amounts) without counting. 

Materials 

• Set 1A, 1B, 1C, and/or 1D quantity cards, perhaps on a ring (see the “Set-up” section below). 
Note: The sets differ in the maximum number of quantities per card; the smallest quantities are 
in set 1A and the largest are in set 1C. Set 1D includes quantities of dissimilar shapes that can be 
pulled into sets 1A and 1B. 

Estimated time 

• 1–2 minutes to gather cards. 
• 2–3 minutes to do the routine. 

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to watch for 

• Perceptual subitizing up to 5 (card set 1A). 
• Conceptual subitizing up to 20 (card sets 1B and 1C). 

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. 
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Set-up 
• Keep this routine short. It is not a teaching time or a time to go into depth about mistakes. 

• Children are in a group, perhaps seated on a rug, and waiting their “turn” to go to a new 
event, place, or activity. 

• Sit where children can see the quantity cards as you hold them up. 

• You may want to punch a small hole in your cards and have them on a ring for this 
activity. You will need quick access to a wide range of quantities and arrangements in a 
short amount of time. 

• If you are using this activity for the first time and you do not have any progress monitoring 
data yet, stick to the smaller quantity cards from set 1A. Use this activity to start becoming 
familiar with what each child knows and can do. 

• If you already know what quantities children are able to subitize, this routine is an 
opportunity to select quantities for each child individually. 

• The cards in set 1D range in quantity from two to five and are suitable when you want to 
increase the complexity of the set you are using by including more attributes. Consider 
waiting to introduce these cards until after children have had experience describing how 
they see quantities in the small-group activity, Quantity Card Math Talk, using set 1A or 1B. 

Instructions 
Step Suggested teacher language 

1. Introduce the activity. As we transition to (activity/place), I’m going to ask 
each of you to show me how many shapes you see.   

2. Decide which child to dismiss and pick an 
appropriate quantity card. 

n/a 

3. Get the child’s attention and flash the 
quantity card for 2–3 seconds.  

Julian, are you ready? How many do you see? 

4. The child can respond verbally, and then if 
needed you can ask them to show you that 
quantity on their fingers.  

[If needed] Can you show me that many on your 
fingers? 

5. When they show a quantity on their fingers, 
respond by showing it on your fingers and 
telling the child how many they showed (or 
said) and how many there are. Next, dismiss 
them — whether they are correct or not. 

You showed ___ fingers (or said __ shapes). 
[Show __ fingers.] 
There are ___ shapes. 
[Show __ fingers.] 
You can go to _____. 

6. Repeat with the next child, until you 
dismiss all children.  

n/a 
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Notes 
• Typically, arrangements that are in a straight line or in a circular shape are more 

challenging than other arrangements, especially ones with more than three shapes. 

• Arrangements of three or fewer shapes are perceptually subitized. Children can see 
instantly without counting. Arrangements of more than three shapes are typically 
conceptually subitized, or seen in smaller groups and instantly put together to know how 
many shapes are in the arrangement. This is more difficult to do because it has more 
steps. For children who are struggling, it makes sense to stick with very small, 
perceptually subitizable amounts. 

• Choose children who are antsy—or those who take longer to transition—to go first. 

• Avoid counting the shapes or having children count the shapes. The point is to keep this 
routine short and focused on subitizing. If children continue to count, consider using 
smaller quantities. 

• Hold the cards on the edges to make sure you are not covering any shapes. 

• If the child did not see the card, quickly flash it again for 2–3 seconds. 

• The benefits of this routine are maximized when you do it consistently each day because 
children will have more opportunities to be exposed to the quantities and arrangements 
they are working on. So, if you miss presenting a focal quantity or arrangement to a 
particular child one day, they will likely be exposed to it another day. Once you have 
begun progress monitoring, consider the routine as an opportunity to collect and update 
your data. 

• If another adult is available, ask them to help you enter progress monitoring data as you 
go. 

• Keep your tone neutral, both when affirming and addressing mistakes. Keep your 
language the same so the children can focus on the quantity. This will also help with the 
speed of the transition. 

• Encourage the use of fingers, in addition to verbalization, because children’s 
mathematical thinking is highlighted in their brains when they use their fingers to 
represent quantities. Also, fingers provide a visual representation that other children can 
see to check their own thinking. Over time, the goal is to move toward verbalization of the 
quantity. 

• This activity is well suited to multilingual learners for several reasons: 

○ It does not require a child to speak. 

○ It can be a scaffold to help children practice their understanding of language easily as 
they become ready to express number words. 
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○ The teacher’s language follows a predictable formula (You showed ___ fingers or said ___ 
shapes. There are ___ shapes. You may go to___). 

• This activity is great for differentiation, especially on the spot, either by the quantity card 
chosen or by the question asked. 

• To scaffold this activity: 

○ Use smaller quantities. 

○ Model how to do the activity. 

• Though it is important to keep the overall activity brief, you can choose to challenge 
certain children by having them go last in the transition, if possible. The questions below 
help them build from perceptual subitizing to work on number relationships and different 
representations: 

○ Can you show me that number of fingers in a different way? 

○ Can you show me the same number using two hands? 

○ Can you show me one more than the number of shapes on my card? 

○ Can you show me one less than the number of shapes on my card? 
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