
 

Routine, Module 2  1 

Counting Rhymes 
(meaningful counting routine) 

This brief, joyful activity helps children move from one activity to another and 
reinforces their math thinking and number sense. With counting rhymes, children 
practice fine motor skills by using their fingers to represent quantities. Counting 

rhymes also support social-emotional skills, as music helps to settle children. With this 
transition, every minute is useful and fun! 

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

Goals 

• Children practice stable order of the count. 
• Children practice one-to-one tagging with their fingers. 
• Children practice cardinality and assign units to quantities.  
• Children begin to understand the abstraction principle. 

Materials 

• Lyrics to the counting rhymes. 
• Counting rhyme illustrations (included in this document). 

Estimated time 

• 3–5 minutes to do the routine. 

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to look for 

• Recites count sequence in correct order. 

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

 

• 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. 

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

• You can do this activity during morning meeting; before, during, or after transitioning to 
another activity; or whenever you have a few extra minutes. 
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• Children should be in a group, perhaps seated on a rug. 

• Sit (or stand) where the children can see your fingers as you hold them up. 

• It is helpful to have your notes and counting rhymes beside you until you know the words 
and the tune by heart. The counting rhymes are printed at the end of these instructions. 

Varying the counting rhymes 
Once children are consistent and comfortable with a counting rhyme, try to vary it a bit. Can 
you count the elephants backward? How about only five sausages? Or instead of sausages, you 
can sing about potatoes. Varying the rhymes in this way helps children solidify their 
understanding of the relationship between the number words, their order, and the number of 
fingers they use to represent a quantity. 

Instructions 
Step Suggested teacher language 

1. Introduce the activity. Today, we’re going to sing a song and use our 
fingers to show how many things we’re singing 
about.  

2. Model how the counting rhyme goes for the 
first round. 

I’m going to sing the whole song. Then, we’ll do it 
line by line. For the last round, we’ll sing it all 
together. Ready to hear it? [Sing the counting 
rhyme with the finger motions.] 

3. Sing a line holding up your fingers to show 
the quantity.  

Now, I’m going to sing one line, and then you’ll 
repeat it. [Sing one line with the finger motions.] 
Since we have ONE elephant, we have ONE finger. 
[Show one finger as you talk about the one 
elephant.] 

4. Ask children to repeat the line and motions 
with their fingers, showing the quantities 
reflected in the song or rhyme. 

Now, it’s your turn. [Sing the line and show the 
quantities with your fingers.] 

5. Repeat each line until the song is over.  [Continuing singing and discussing the 
quantities, as needed.] Since we have TWO 
elephants, we have TWO fingers. [Show two 
fingers as you talk about the two elephants.] 

6. Sing the counting rhyme as a group for a 
third round.  

You’re really getting the hang of it! Now, we’re 
going to sing the whole thing as a whole class. 
Remember to use your fingers! 

7. After children get the hang of the counting 
rhyme, sing the counting rhyme with finger 
motions chorally as a whole class. 

We’ve been really having so much fun singing 
about elephants! Let’s sing our song! 
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Notes 
• This routine is great for children and families in multilingual classrooms because there are 

many counting rhymes in various languages. It is a wonderful way to bring the children’s 
family life into the classroom. 

• Try teaching these rhymes as songs. Music has a calming effect, and singing can create a 
space for vulnerability, which allows children to feel safe and joyful. However, if singing is 
not possible, you can do this activity as chants or rhymes. 

• Using fingers is essential because it visually represents the quantity in the counting rhyme. 
Children’s math thinking is highlighted when they use finger representation. This 
approach also supports the abstraction principle because children are using their fingers 
as a representation, not the actual items in the songs or rhymes. 

• Children may need time to get used to the fine motor movements of using their fingers. 
They may just watch and listen at first, receiving the information receptively before being 
able to do it productively. They may also do the easier gestures first (such as one finger for 
one sausage) before using their fingers effectively to represent the quantities. If children 
are struggling with fine motor skills to represent the quantities with their fingers, there are 
several options. You can do a combination of modeling with your fingers, helping children 
with their fingers, and having them point to quantities to show they understand the 
quantity discussed in the counting rhymes. 

• Music and rhymes are naturally joyful. Let that reflect in your tone. 

• Variation in this routine occurs when you decide the children are ready for a new song or 
rhyme. The next song or rhyme you choose might vary the set size counted; vary the 
order in which they children sing or recite the quantities (counting forward or backward, 
or the order in which they count items); or vary the unit based on what children are 
learning in other subjects (for example, pumpkins, birds, or bees). 

• This is an excellent activity to introduce to families at a math or curriculum night because 
you can give them a copy of the lyrics to take home. The children can teach their families 
the counting rhymes. 

• At the end of the song or rhyme, you can choose and change what you say to children to 
wrap up the activity. For example, you can talk about the math, such as how the 
spiderweb is getting heavy with all those elephants; you can talk about how children are 
showing quantities on their fingers in different ways, such as on two hands; or you can 
talk about how much fun it is to sing together. Whatever you choose, keep your 
comments brief. 

• You can replicate and use the visuals below to act out or retell the counting rhyme on a 
flannel or white board. 

• To scaffold or challenge: 
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○ A wonderful thing about the counting rhymes is that they are flexible. You can adjust
many of them to include more or fewer numbers, as long as you tell your class, “Today
we’re going all the way up to eight elephants!” or “Let’s start with just five sausages in
our pan today!”

○ Teach the children other counting rhymes, collected from their families or from this
article, “Math at Your Fingertips: Songs and Fingerplays for Preschoolers.”

○ Counting forward is easier because the children hear it all the time and do it often.
Counting backward is not as easy because there are not as many opportunities to
count backward. You can decide what quantities and order children are ready for.

Illustrations for “One Elephant Went Out to Play” and 
“Sausages” 
Illustrations for the elephants, spiderweb, sausages, and pan are provided below. They can be 
printed and cut out to use on a whiteboard or other flat surface to show children what is 
happening in the counting rhyme as the set sizes change. 

https://earlymath.erikson.edu/math-at-your-fingertips-songs-and-fingerplays-for-preschoolers/
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Lyrics and music for counting rhymes 
Note: According to terms of service, the content for each rhyme is free to use. Links to the tunes for 
“Un Elefante Se Balanceaba” and “One Elephant Went Out to Play” can be found at the end of this 
document. 

“Un Elefante Se Balanceaba” 
Canción infantile (Spanish): 

Un elefante se balanceaba 

Sobre la tela de una araña, 

Como veía que resistía 

Fue a llamar a otro elefante. 

 

Dos elefantes se balanceaban, 

Sobre la tela de una araña, 

Como veía que resistía 

Fue a llamar a otro elefante. 

 

Tres elefantes … 

Cuatro elefantes … 

Cinco elefantes … 

“One Elephant Went Out to Play” 
Children’s song: 

One elephant went out to play 

Upon the spiderwebs one day 

He had such enormous fun 

He called for another elephant to come 

Heeyyy!!! Elephant!!! 

 

Two elephants went out to play 

Upon the spiderwebs one day 

They had such enormous fun 

They called for another elephant to come 

Heeyyy!!! Elephant!!! 

 

Three elephants … 

Four elephants … 

Five elephants … 

And they all fell down … 

The spiderweb broke and they all fell down. 

https://www.mamalisa.com/?t=es&p=317
https://www.mamalisa.com/?t=es&p=317
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wQf6yWEScB8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wQf6yWEScB8
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Sausages 

Ten little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put ten fingers on thighs.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Nine little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put nine fingers on thighs.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Eight little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put eight fingers on thighs.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Seven little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put seven fingers on thighs.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Six little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put six fingers on thighs.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Five little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put five fingers in palm of other hand.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Four little sausages, frying in the pan. (Put four fingers in palm of other hand.) 

The pan got hot, and one went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 

Three little sausages … 

Two little sausages … 

One little sausage … 

No little sausages, frying in the pan, (Show empty hand.) 

The pan got hot, and the pan went BAM! (Clap on BAM!) 
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