
Supplemental Small-Group Activity, Module 2 

Counting Collections 
(supplemental meaningful counting small-

group activity) 
Counting Collections is an activity that provides children with opportunities to 
count objects and represent their count on paper. Counting collections allows 
children to develop their understanding of the counting principles (stable order, 

one-to-one tagging, and cardinality) in a fun, engaging way, and it allows teachers to see what 
children understand about counting and build on what children already know. 

When children are able to represent collections by showing how many they counted and how 
they counted, you have a window into how children are thinking. Initially, children may 
represent the quantity by tracing the objects directly but eventually create a more abstract 
representation of the quantity by using symbols such as lines or circles. Over time, the 
representations can also capture how children are thinking; for example, grouping by 2s, 5s, 
10s, and so on. 

Goals 
• Children will count quantities of objects to determine “how many” in the collection by making 

use of the counting principles. 
• Children will represent their count on paper. 

Materials 
• Premade collections of classroom materials (see “Set-up”). 
• A recording sheet for each child (see template). 
• One age-appropriate writing tool (crayon, marker) for each child. 
• Your ongoing Progress Monitoring Logbook and a pen/pencil. 
• A timer. 

Estimated time 

• 15 minutes. 

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to look for 

• Recites count sequence in correct order. 
• Uses accurate one-to-one tagging. 
• Answers “how many” without recounting. 
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Key instructional practices 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for 
meaningful counting: 

• 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. 

Set-up 
• Create your collections of classroom materials (crayons, pom poms, counting bears, 

blocks, rocks, popsicle sticks, etc.). Prepare baggies of objects to count, with quantities 
ranging from 3 to 35 objects. Collections with quantities under 10 should include only 
objects of all the same color. (See the chart in the “Notes” for an example of labeling and 
organizing collections.) If children are working individually, you will need 1 baggie per 
child. If they are working with a partner, you will need 1 baggie for each pair. If you have 
an odd number of children, you can decide if one group will have 3 children in it or if 
someone will work alone. 

• Determine what quantity of objects each child will be given to count. (See next section.) 

• Work with 2–4 children at a table or on the rug. 

• Children can work independently or in partners (see “Notes” for more details). If children 
work independently, each child should use the “Individual Recording Sheet.” If they are 
working in partners, each child should use their own “Partner Recording Sheet.” 

Determining the size of the collection for each child 
• For this activity, you will choose a quantity for each individual child based on their 

current skills and understanding. When you first conduct this activity, use the child’s most 
recent progress monitoring data. This will include subitizing data from module 1 and any 
counting data you may have collected. If you only have subitizing data, the collection 
should be the size of the largest number they are able to subitize (perceptual or 
conceptual). For example: 

○ If Brian is able to subitize to 4, his starting collection to count should have 4 objects. 
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○ If Ayla can conceptually subitize to 8 and has cardinality to 10, her starting collection 
should have 10 objects in it.   

○ If children are not yet able to subitize 3, they should be given a collection of 2 objects 
and you should model counting the set using slow, deliberate, one-to-one tagging, 
ending with a statement of cardinality. After they are able to tag and accurately 
identify the set as “2 objects” on their own, they are ready to explore a baggie with 3 
objects in it. While children at this skill level are not expected to represent their 
collection, they can be given a blank piece of paper and invited to draw if they are 
interested. 

The information below will guide you to determine what quantity to use with each child in 
subsequent times you use counting collections. 

The last time this child did Counting Collections, was the child able to demonstrate stable 
order, one-to-one tagging, and an understanding of cardinal amount? 

• If no, use a quantity one less than last time. 

• If yes, was the child able to represent the amount on paper? 

○ If no, use the same amount this time. 

○ If yes, increase the quantity by one (or two). 
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Instructions 
Step Suggested Teacher Language 

1. Ask the children to find a spot at a table to 
count their collections. Introduce the 
activity. 

We have some baggies with some objects in them 
that we might lend to another classroom. I need 
your help to figure out and record how many are 
in the baggies so that if we do lend them out, we 
make sure we get the same amount back. 

2. Give each child a collection based on the 
criteria above, a recording sheet, and a 
writing tool. 

Give the children time to explore the 
collection. 

I wonder if you can figure out how many there are 
in your baggie. How would you do that? 

How can we represent that amount on the 
recording sheet so that anyone who gets the sheet 
knows exactly how many objects are in the baggie? 

3. Children will work on counting and 
representing their collections individually. 
As you sit with the children, you are 
looking to see how children are counting, 
how they are keeping track, and if they are 
organizing their collection in any specific 
way. 

Ask children to recount as needed, or to 
explain their drawing or how they have 
organized the collection so that you can 
collect information for progress 
monitoring and identify skills/strategies 
that you would like to highlight with the 
class at the end of the counting 
experience. 

How many spoons were in your bag? Can I hear 
you count them again? 

Talia: 1, 2, 3, 4. 

How many spoons is that? [This is to check for 
cardinality] 

Talia: 4. [They have cardinality] 

That’s right, you have 4 spoons. How could you 
represent that? 

[Approach another child.] 

Can you tell me how you figured out how many 
were in your baggie? 

Ayla: I have 7 bottlecaps. I put them all in a line 
at first but then I put them together in twos 
because they were closer together. There was 1 
left over. 

How did you count them? 

Ayla: 1, 2 … 3, 4 … 5, 6 … 7. 

Did you represent how you counted? 

Ayla: Yep, I have 7 circles for my 7 bottlecaps. 

4. Choose 1 or 2 children to model a counting 
principle or a strategy to keep track and/or 
organize their collection. 

I noticed that everyone was doing a lot of thinking 
and counting. Ayla, I wonder if you would share 
how you counted the bottlecaps in your collection? 

[You can briefly revoice and extend the child’s 
comments if needed.] 
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Notes 
• When children are familiar with the process of counting collections, it provides a powerful 

experience for children to count at the same time and reflect on the counting experience 
as a class. However, because of its complexity, consider introducing it in a small-group 
setting and then extending it to a large-group setting. For preschoolers, we suggest 
keeping it in small-group until, over time, the children are familiar with the expectations, 
and you feel comfortable with moving it to a large-group setting. 

• When children count collections individually, it allows you to see children’s counting skills 
and strategies. For this reason, it is the only way that preschoolers and prekindergartners 
are instructed to do counting collections. Kindergarteners, on the other hand, can benefit 
from both individual counting and counting in pairs. They are ready, developmentally, for 
cooperative learning, and working in pairs allows them to see and share strategies with 
one another. 

• Baggies should be labeled in a way that allows you to track how many are in each baggie. 
It is a good idea to label the baggies using letters and devising a system where you are able 
to keep track of which baggies have what quantities. Depending on what items you have 
available in your classroom, your list of collections might look something like this: 

Bag ID Collection Total 

A Bears 5 

B Bugs 2 

C Letter tiles 4 

D Glue sticks 7 

E Bottlecaps 8 

F Pom poms 3 

G Cotton balls 10 

H Seashells 12 

I Crayons 11 

J Popsicle sticks 15 

• An easy way to keep track of the size range of the collection is to use baggies with different 
color sliders. For example, baggies with a pink slider have 5 or fewer objects, baggies with 
a green slider have 6 to 10, and so on. 

• Placing the same type of objects in each bag (such as 5 popsicle sticks in one bag and 12 
rocks in another) is a good starting place for children. But moving beyond this to present 
children with groups of dissimilar or unrelated items (such as a bag of 4 squares of 
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different colors or a bag of 7 different utensils from the housekeeping area) helps children 
build the understanding that anything can be counted. 

• Counting Collections is an activity that benefits children most when it is done regularly and 
frequently (3 times per week) over the course of the school year. It gives children the 
opportunity to deepen their understanding of the counting principles and to construct 
strategies for organizing their collections. The recording sheets become a record of not 
only how many are in the collection, but also the counting strategies children are using to 
determine how many. 
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