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Subitizing Developmental Progression 
The developmental progression below will orient you to the different milestones children 
reach as their subitizing skills develop over time. The progression is based on decades of 
research on how and when subitizing develops in young children (Baroody, 2004; Clements & 
Sarama, 2017/2019). The progression spans ages 2 to 6, so it likely includes some ages that are 
not represented in your classroom. 

The bands (or bars) in the progression indicate the age ranges when different subitizing ability 
or understanding is likely to appear in children. For example, the “Instantly labels sets up to 4 
(perceptual)” band goes from age 3 to age 4. This means that some children (not many) may 
begin subitizing sets up to four at around age 3, while most children demonstrate this ability 
before their fifth birthday. The gradient shading of each band illustrates this: lighter when 
some children can demonstrate the ability and darker when most children can demonstrate 
the ability. 

The bands also remind us that children’s learning and understanding are often inconsistent. 
Something we thought a child “learned” yesterday may be unavailable to them today, and 
then be back in place tomorrow. So the bands in the progression reflect children’s learning 
achievements as phases in which their math thinking is shifting, given that they rarely acquire 
a new concept in a mature and complete way all at once. 

Notice how each subitizing ability varies in when it appears in the developmental progression. 
As the quantities increase, children’s subitizing ability changes from “perceptual” to 
“conceptual.” Essentially, conceptual subitizing is more complex. When a child conceptually 
subitizes, they combine what they “instantly perceive” with other knowledge about quantities 
they have already acquired. 

For example, we generally cannot subitize the quantity seven. However, if we “see” the group 
we are trying to subitize as two groups, we can perceptually subitize a group of three and a 
group of four, and because we know that three and four together are always seven, we can 
jump straight to seven without counting. This is conceptual subitizing. Instead of using a 
single, instant thought, conceptual subitizing requires children to also use what they have 
learned from experience to determine “how many.” 

Two of the videos included in this module (video 2: Perceptual Subitizing and video 3: 
Perceptual and Conceptual Subitizing) will help you understand the difference between these 
types of subitizing and how children build from one type to the other. 

Familiarize yourself with this developmental progression as you move through 
module 1. The progression will help you understand the relationships among the different 
abilities and understandings that come up as children work on subitizing. The progression 
will also help you analyze your progress monitoring data and plan for instruction. 

https://youtu.be/udLxakbRXLU
https://youtu.be/tAtEh5gVQJE
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Key terms 
Below are definitions of key terms you will see in the developmental progression. 

Perceptual subitizing: Instantly seeing and recognizing small quantities, up to 4 or 5, without 
counting. 

Conceptual subitizing: Instantly seeing (without counting) multiple small, perceptually 
subitizable quantities, and recognizing the whole quantity they combine to create. 
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Source: Adapted from Baroody (2004) and Clements & Sarama (2017/2019). 
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