Counting Jar
(meaningful counting large-group activity)

In this large-group activity, children count objects from a counting jar. The counting

jar provides an opportunity for children to bridge the connection between

subitizing and counting, make use of the counting principles, and use counting
strategies as the set size increases.

Children need many experiences to provide a strong foundation in counting. By varying the
type of objects being counted and the size of the set, you can return to this activity over and
over.

Goals

e Children count quantities of objects to determine “how many” in a set by making use of the
counting principles.

Materials

e Large clear jar or other clear container.
e Objects to count (cubes, bears, shells, etc.).
e Atray.

Estimated time

e 5 minutes.

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to watch for

¢ Recites count sequence in correct order.
e Uses accurate one-to-one tagging.
e Answers “how many” without recounting.

Key instructional practices for meaningful counting

This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for
meaningful counting:

e Model counting perceptually subitizable sets (1-3 objects) using slow,
deliberate, one-to-one tagging and statements of cardinality.

e Observe how children count, ask questions that encourage the use of
counting skills and strategies, and address counting errors with
individualized instruction.

e Ask children to identify the cardinal amount after they count.

e Vary three things when you count:

o Set size (subitizable vs. non-subitizable).
o What is counted (e.g., objects, pictures, days, sounds).
o Order in which you count objects.
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Set-up

e Fill the counting jar with the appropriate quantity of objects (see the next section).

Determining the size of the collection

Choose 1-2 children to do the counting during the activity. If you have progress monitoring
data on counting, take the largest set size the one or two children are able to accurately
identify. If you only have progress monitoring data on subitizing, take the highest quantity
they are able to subitize (perceptually or conceptually).

Place the same number of objects as this largest set size or highest quantity in the counting
jar. For example, if the two children have cardinality in the range of 16-17, put 17 objects in
the jar. Or if the children are subitizing in the range of 6-7, put 7 objects in the jar.

Instructions

Step

Suggested teacher language

1. Introduce the activity.

Choose a child to take a turn. You can use
popsicle sticks or any other familiar method to
randomly choose a child.

This is a counting jar. In it, ’'ve put some
objects that we’re going to count.

What are we counting today?
[Children name the objects.]

We’re counting rocks today!

2. Ask the child to figure how many there are in
the set.

How can you figure out how many rocks we
have?

Selena: I can count them.

Can you do it so we can all see and hear you?

3. Have the child count the objects while the rest
of the class counts along.

Pay attention to how the child is counting:

e Do they take objects out of the jar one at
a time as they count them?

e Do they dump the whole set out and
touch each one without moving them?

e Do they dump the whole set out and
move objects over as they count to keep
track?

e Other ways?

[Selena dumps out all the rocks onto the tray
and begins to touch the first rock.]

Everyone: 1, 2, 3,4, 5,6, 7.

Selena, how many rocks did we have all
together in our counting jar today?

Selena: Seven.

There are seven rocks.
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Step

Suggested teacher language

4. Note any counting strategies the child used.

Selena, I noticed that after you dumped the
rocks out, you touched each rock as you were
counting. How did you make sure that you
counted them all?

Selena: I started over here and kept moving
this way.

So you had a starting point and moved in one
direction, making sure to touch each rock as
you moved to the other side, counting every
time you touched a rock.

Is there another way to count the collection?
Give me a thumbs up if you can think of
another way to figure out how many are in the
collection. Selena, can you put the rocks back
in our counting jar and pass it to someone else?

5. Have another child count the set in a different
way.

Dakar, you say there’s a different way to count
our rocks. Show us your way.

[Dakar takes out one rock at a time and
begins counting as he places each rock on
the table.]

Everyone: 1, 2, 3,4, 5,6, 7.
Dakar, how many rocks are there all together?
Dakar: Seven.

There are seven rocks.

6. Summarize and take note of any counting
strategies that were used.

Possible responses:

He didn’t dump them out.

He counted each one when he took them out
and put them on the table.

He kept counting them until they were all
gone.

Other.

What do you notice about how Dakar counted
the rocks?

Major: He didn’t dump them. He took them
out one by one and counted.

Major, you noticed that he didn’t dump them
all out on the tray. Instead, he took one rock
out at a time, and we counted with him as he
put them down on the tray.
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Step

Suggested teacher language

7. Close the activity. Comment on how the We saw two different ways to count our
strategies used were similar or different. collection. Dakar counted each rock as he took

out one at a time from the jar and put them on
the tray, but Selena dumped them all out and
counted them, touching each one as she
counted. They both counted each rock only
once, and they both figured out that there were
seven rocks in our counting jar.

We’re going to be visiting our counting jar

again. It will be fun to see what’s in the jar,
how many there are to count, and how you
count them.

Notes

e Considerations depending on the size of the set:

o

Working with small perceptually subitizable sets (1-3 objects) provides an opportunity
for young children to prove to themselves that counting works. When children are
able to subitize a quantity and know how many there are, they have the opportunity to
practice their counting skills and confirm that the last number they say is the same as
the quantity they know it is. Once children are more confident that counting works,
encourage them to trust their ability to subitize and not have to “count to be sure.”

Working with quantities of more than five provides an opportunity to see if children
are thinking about keeping track and how they are keeping track of which objects have
been counted. Keeping track may be done visually or physically, depending on the
child, which is why it is important to ask the child to verbalize their counting strategy.

Later, when working with even larger quantities (more than 10), children may feel the
need to organize the set. It is easy to lose track of the count sequence when counting a
large set, so organizing becomes an important tool to make counting more efficient.

e Addressing errors:

o

If a counting error occurs, pay attention to which counting principle the child is having
trouble with. Support the child by saying the number words with them (stable order),
slowing down and making sure they are assigning one number word for each object
(one-to-one tagging), and/or devising a way to keep track of which objects have been
counted and which ones have not (keeping track).

If a child counts correctly but does not correctly answer the question “how many
altogether?” they are still developing their cardinality for that number. You can
respond, “You counted to seven; there are seven objects.”
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e In this large-group activity, the class follows the lead of the child who is handling the
objects being counted. However, sometimes one or more other children may take over
the counting and become the leader. In these cases, a gentle reminder such as “Selena is
leading the counting and we are counting with her” may be enough to shift the counting
focus back to the leader, Selena.

e You can also consider putting more than one kind of object into the counting jar. That is,
when you include four toy trucks and two toothbrushes, you can ask “how many things
are in our jar today?” This helps children generalize the idea that we can count anything.
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