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Math in Place for Meaningful Counting 
To help children connect meaningful counting to their world, you need to find 
opportunities to demonstrate and request a counting procedure that is deliberate, 
slow, and public. And you need to do so with sets of varying sizes. Remember, too, 

that continuing to subitize in your classroom at the same time that you introduce counting 
will provide rich support for children’s developing understanding. You can go back to the 
Math in Place for Subitizing resource to refresh your thinking about how to do so. 

• Counting out a set of objects from a larger collection is a particularly useful
demonstration of how the system works for young learners who are just
beginning to count. When you put a collection of five objects out and count them while
pointing at each object one at a time, this means that children will hear the words “one,
two, three, four” while there is actually a total quantity of five in front of them. This can
create confusion for the very early counter. Alternatively, you can bring out a bucket of
chips, place the first chip on the table and say “one,” place the second chip on the table
and say “two,” and so on. In this way, children hear the number word and see the
quantity it represents at the same time. This helps them associate their understanding of
the quantities the words signify with the counting process.

• Counting subitizable sets of objects (sets of 1 to 4 or 5) helps children see that
counting is accurate. Counting a small, perceptually subitizable set of objects—like three
cups—demonstrates to children that counting actually works. Because they can recognize
the total amount, when counting produces the same total, it provides them with evidence
that the procedure is reliable. That is, they see (subitize) there are three cups, then they
see the counting procedure, “one, two, three … there are three cups!” and this makes it
clear that the counting procedure is an accurate process.

• Counting non-subitizable sets of objects (sets of more than 5) helps children see
that counting serves a purpose. Sets that cannot be subitized help make the usefulness
of the counting procedure very clear. When you count publicly to answer meaningful
questions—that is, questions where you really do not know the amount prior to counting,
or at least cannot perceptually subitize it—this helps children begin to associate the
counting procedure with the “how many?” question. When they are ready to count larger,
non-subitizable sets like this themselves, this link between counting and figuring out how
many becomes even stronger for them.

• Continuing to use subitizing and recognizing when children do so helps connect
their developing counting skills to their existing understanding. Sometimes, when
counting is introduced in a classroom, opportunities to subitize diminish. For children
who are still solidifying their cardinal understanding, the opportunity to subitize and to
acknowledge that sometimes we “just know” how many without counting provides an
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important conceptual foundation for their use of the counting procedure. We want 
children to see that subitizing is an enduring skill they can use throughout their lifetimes. 

Use this math-in-place resource, along with Math in Place for Subitizing, to think about how to 
set up your classroom to allow lots of opportunities for both meaningful counting and 
subitizing, and to anticipate the times and places you might be able to engage your students in 
meaningful counting and subitizing. 

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

 

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

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

• Ask children to identify the cardinal amount after they count. 
• Vary three things when you count: 

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

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 
There are many ways to prepare your classroom to allow lots of rich counting opportunities. 
As with subitizing, using classroom signage to remind students how many children can be in 
each area of your classroom during choice time is a great way to help them connect the 
counting procedure to their world. If only two friends are supposed to work at the sensory 
table at a time, you can use choice time to say, “I wonder if we still have room at the sensory 
table. Let’s see … Josiah is one friend, and Maxine is another, so that’s 1, 2 … 2 children. 
I think that’s all the room we have at the sensory table right now.” 

Another way to set up for counting is to be explicit with children about the ways things are 
organized in your room, such as chairs. If there are three children’s tables with four chairs 
each, children can be encouraged to count how many chairs are at each table at clean up time 
to make sure each chair is back in its place. Subitizing will work here as well. 

Interacting with children using math 
Regardless of how well set-up for counting your classroom environment is, your active 
involvement with children will be key to ensuring that counting is happening. One way to 
accomplish this is to make counting routines a regular part of each day of classroom life. 

For example, attendance routines are a natural time for counting. If children move a 
clothespin or slide a picture or name card into a slot to show that they are here today, this 
creates a clear visual record of the number of children that can be counted every day. 
Depending on children’s current understanding, however, the total number of children in 
your classroom may be too large for them to count—check the developmental progression to 
identify what number the children in your class may be ready to count. Maybe they could 
count only the number of children who need milk for lunch, or perhaps you are growing 
marigolds and counting the number of seedlings each day so you can see those numbers 
increase. Finding structured, regular ways to use counting helps children become familiar 
with the procedure and learn about its usefulness at the same time. 

You can also prompt children to connect counting to their world both through spur-of-the 
moment interactions, such as “Marion, can you please count to be sure all five paint brushes 
are back in the can?” or “I know we have three children who want to draw, so I need to set 
out three pieces of paper. One, two, three … that’s three pieces!” 

During these opportunities, you have two options. You can use the counting procedure 
yourself, making sure everyone understands the need, can follow the procedure, and hears 
the result, or you can ask a child to conduct the counting procedure. Regardless, below are 
some situations you can watch out for when you may be able to make meaningful counting a 
natural part of classroom life. 
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Location or time Opportunities 

Snack time 

• Distributing the correct number of place settings on each table by counting 
out the plates and napkins as they are set. 

• Counting to be sure all the children are at the snack tables when it is time to 
eat. 

• Making sure each child has four crackers. 
• Checking to see how many different kinds of food are offered at each meal. 

Dramatic play 

• Making sure there are not too many children in dramatic play at the same 
time. 

• Checking if there are enough aprons for all the children playing to wear one. 
• Checking that all four spatulas have been returned to the shelf. 
• Counting the boxes of cereal to see if more are needed on a trip to the 

“store.” 

Block corner 

• Counting how many blocks children are able to stack before their tower falls 
over. 

• Counting how many blocks it takes to cover one edge of the rug. 
• Checking that all five wedge-shaped blocks have been returned to the shelf. 
• Counting to see how many square blocks can fit in one bin. 

Outdoor play 

• Checking to be sure all the children are accounted for. 
• Making sure there are enough bubble wands to distribute one to each child. 
• Counting to see if there are four tricycles for the four children that want to 

ride one. 
• Collecting and counting leaves, sticks, rocks, and so on. 

Art area 

• Counting out enough paper for the number of children at the art table. 
• Making sure each child gets three crayons. 
• Counting to check if there are enough paint brushes for six children to paint. 
• Finding out how many black buttons are in the button box. 

Book corner 

• Asking each child to pick out two books. 
• Finding and counting all the books about birds. 
• Counting out four books to bring to the rug. 
• Counting how many books can fit on the display shelf at one time so that all 

their covers can be seen. 

Transition time 

• Lining up: asking one child to count off to check that everyone is here. 
• Moving children from one space to another: sending children to a new 

location in counted groups of two or three children. 
• Cleaning up: asking children to count to be sure all seven pillows are back 

against the wall. 
• Putting on coats: making and supporting the rule that only four children can 

be at the cubbies at one time. 
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