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Comparing and Labeling Magnitudes
Developmental Progression

The developmental progression below will orient you to the different milestones children
reach as they develop their skills in comparing and labeling magnitudes. The progression is
based on decades of research on how and when these skills develop in young children
(Baroody, 2004; Cheung et al., 2017; Clements & Sarama, 2017/2019; Litkowski et al., 2020).
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 comparing or
labeling skills or understanding are likely to appear in children. For example, the “makes
perceptual comparisons between sets up to 5” band goes from age 3 to age 4. This means that
there are some children (not many) who begin making accurate comparisons of small sets by
subitizing at around age 3, while most children demonstrate this skill before their fifth
birthday. The gradient shading of each band illustrates when most children can demonstrate
a skill. 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 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.

Note that the skills presented in the first four sections of the progression for comparing and
labeling magnitudes are interrelated, and each sequential step builds on the previous step.
For example, being able to state the number after without a running start in the “number-
after knowledge” step is a prerequisite for making close mental comparisons in the “mental
comparisons of close or neighboring numbers” step. These skills and relationships are
described in more detail in videos 2, 3, and 5 of this module.

Familiarize yourself with this developmental progression as you move through
module 3. The progression will help you understand the relationships among the different
skills and understandings that come up as children work on comparing and labeling
magnitudes. The progression will also help you analyze your progress monitoring data and
plan for instruction.
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Comparing and labeling magnitudes developmental progression

Age 2 Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Age 6

Makes perceptual comparisons between
small sets (1-3) or sets with large i

differences
' Uses words
. more/fewer/same
Counting- | when comparing
based i| two quantities | :
comparisons ! Makes perceptual comparisons between |}
sets upto 5 :
Compares sets by counting (1-5) |
: [ Compare sets by ;
counting (6-10)
States number after with running start
i| States number after without running
Number-after start (1-9)
knowledge : :

| States number after (10-28) |

States number
after (22-99)

Developmental Progression, Module 3 2



Comparing and labeling magnitudes developmental progression

Age 2 Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Age 6
Makes close -
Mental mental
comparisons : : : | comparisons (1-
of close or
. . Makes close
neighboring 5 ; 5 ; menisl
numbers i | comparisons (11-
Number-after Understands number-after
equals one equals one more for familiar
more : i : .numbers
Reads numerals 1-5
Reads numerals 6-10
Labeling : : : :
quantities Reads numerals 11-20
Begins to write numerals 1-10

Note: Adapted from Baroody (2004), Cheung et al. (2017), Clements & Sarama (2017/2019), and Litkowski et al. (2020).
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