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Math Stories for Comparing and 
Labeling Magnitudes 

Once children have begun to develop meaningful counting skills, children’s books 
with math stories can provide a wonderful opportunity to compare and label 
magnitudes as they explore how numbers are related to one another. Books with 

rich illustrations can provide examples for children to have conversations about more than, 
fewer than, and same as (or equal to). Making visual comparisons of quantities helps children 
see how numbers are related and connect quantities to the count sequence, so that over time 
they understand that earlier numbers are smaller and later numbers are larger. 

Some of the books in the list below focus on comparing quantities, while others use the plus-
one pattern to tell a story. The plus-one pattern may be a new character being added to a 
single set each time, like when more and more characters are following the “Gingerbread 
Man” on each page. Alternatively, each page may represent a new set, as in four apples, 
followed by five pears, followed by six bananas. Whatever the pattern, the key is that children 
can see and discuss the growing nature of our number system. 

The list below also includes a wordless book, which provides a powerful opportunity for 
children to use their knowledge and experience to create their own understanding of the 
story. Wordless books require children to think critically as they follow the story, and they 
allow children to bring their own voices and use their home languages to share their stories. 

With each of these types of stories, you can look for opportunities to ask open-ended 
questions, such as “How can we compare how many are napping on the first page with how 
many are napping on the last page of this book?” or “What kinds of things do you have two 
of?” Using the books as a jumping-off point for discussions that allow children to turn their 
own math thinking into words is an excellent way to help them understand numbers. 

Key instructional practices for comparing and labeling 
magnitudes 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for 
comparing and labeling magnitudes: 

 

• Prompt children to compare subitizable or obviously different-sized 
collections using “more than,” “fewer than,” and “same (number) as.” 

• Encourage children to apply the increasing magnitude principle to compare 
collections more precisely by counting. 

• Pair visual representations of quantity to both number words and numerals 
to create meaningful three-way associations. 
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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. 

• Embed math in routines, games, and other instruction to teach and reinforce 
math concepts and skills. 

• Create a math-rich environment where children can recognize and meaningfully 
apply math. 

 

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. 

 
Annotated Children’s Book List 

I Went Walking by Sue Williams, 1996, Clarion Books 
Sali de Paseo by Sue Williams 

A boy sees and is joined by one animal after another as he strolls through the countryside. Even 
though this may not initially be considered a “math” book, the growing magnitude of animals is at 
the center of this story. You can focus children’s attention on the fact that the set of followers is 
growing by one. This plus-one pattern mimics the structure of our number system—each quantity is 
one more than the quantity before it. 

There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly by Simms Taback, 2014, Cartwheel Books 
Un Día una Señora Se Tragó una Mosca by Lucille Colandro 

Follow along with this silly rhyme as an old lady swallows one animal after another. Not only do the 
animals she swallows get larger, but the size of the set of animals in her belly grows larger just like 
numbers do. The sequence of animals also stays the same, like numbers do, as one more creature is 
repeatedly introduced. 

This Is the House That Jack Built by Simms Taback, 2004, Puffin Books 
La Casa Que Jack Construya by E. Falconer 

This is another wonderfully silly story to explore the idea of a growing pattern as a sequence of 
characters and events unfold, one by one, in the house that Jack built. 

Rooster’s Off to See the World by Eric Carle, 2016, Little Simon 
El Gallo Sale a Ver el Mundo by Eric Carle 

Rooster is off to see the world and decides to invite groups of friends to join him—1 rooster, 2 cats, 3 
frogs, 4 turtles, and 5 fish. Rooster did not plan very well, though, and one by one his sets of friends 
leave the group. This book provides an example of both counting up and counting down alongside a 
visual graphic that helps children see the growing pattern. 
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Annotated Children’s Book List 

The Napping House by Audrey Wood, 1984, Clarion Books 
La Casa Adormecida by Audrey Wood 

In this story, the characters visibly stack up on a cozy bed in a napping house … until a flea reverses 
the order and the characters leave one by one. This story is another example of a growing pattern in 
which a new character is added on each page. Although the book does not keep count, you can 
focus children’s attention on how many and how the set is changing as it grows and shrinks. 

Baby Goes to Market by Atinuke, illustrated by Angela Brooksbank, 2018, Walker Books 

This is a story of how small quantities can quickly add up. In a market in Nigeria, while Mama is busy 
buying things, curious Baby is given sets of things to eat from the market sellers. Baby eats one of 
each of the sets and puts the rest in the basket. Imagine Mama’s surprise at the basket full of items at 
the end of the day! This story has so much to explore. If the focus is on a comparison between what 
Baby receives and what goes in the basket, you can discuss the idea of one fewer. If the focus is on 
the size of the sets being added to Mama’s basket, you can discuss how each set is one more than the 
previous set. No matter how you look at it, the size of the sets keeps changing! This book was also 
featured in module 1. All the more reason to read and talk about it many times. 

More, Fewer, Less by Tana Hoban, 1998, Greenwillow Books 

The concepts in this wordless book are more, fewer, and less, and you can ask related questions as 
you look at the colorful, captivating photographs. Whether it is chickens in the farmyard, pumpkins 
in the field, or shoes on a rack, there is always an opportunity to ask “Is it more? Is it fewer?“ 
Sometimes children will need to count, but they may have other ways of figuring it out. This 
wordless book is a wonderful way for children to develop or deepen their understanding of more, 
fewer, and less. 

Henry Keeps Score by Daphne Skinner, 2001, Kane Press 

In this story, Henry is consumed with the idea that he has to have the same amount of everything as 
his sister, so he is always keeping score. Keeping score is one context in which children have to 
compare quantities to determine who has more or fewer. Although Henry’s focus is always on 
having the same amount, the concepts of more and fewer are visible, and you can discuss these 
concepts more intentionally with the children in your class. 

Just Enough Carrots by Stuart Murphy, 1997, Greenwillow Books 

How many is enough? For the young bunny in our story, one bunch is not enough. On each page, he 
looks at what others have in their baskets at the grocery store—carrots, peanuts, worms—to see who 
has more, fewer, or the same as the quantity in his basket. In the end, he realizes that he has just 
enough carrots for the occasion! This book gives great visual examples of comparing two quantities 
to see which is more, fewer, or the same. 

Feast for 10 by Cathryn Falwell, 1993, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 

Go with this family on their shopping trip to the grocery store and as they prepare for a feast. Each 
page is a visual feast as children can count or subitize the objects, and connect quantities to the 
numerals (one through ten and back again) to create three-way associations: quantity, numerals, 
and number words.  
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Annotated Children’s Book List 

We All Count: A Book of Cree Numbers by Julie Flett, 2014, Native Northwest 

Learn about contemporary Cree life with these beautiful and simple illustrations and 
pronunciations. This book allows for an easy connection to the quantities, numerals, and the 
number words in Cree, which also can be read in other languages.  

Dumpling Day by Meera Sriram, 2021, Barefoot Books 

This book is a visual and auditory feast with its beautiful illustrations and rhymes. Follow 10 families 
as they prepare for a neighborhood potluck, each making dumplings from their home countries. As 
families fill plates one by one, children can count along with new dumplings being added. Three-way 
associations are connected with counting quantities, reading numerals, and saying number words 
out loud.  

Counting Kindness: Ten Ways to Welcome Refugee Children by Hollis Kurman, 2020, Penguin 
Random House 
A Contar Amabilidad: Diez Formas de Darles la Bienvenida a Niños Refugiados by Hollis Kurman 

This counting book teaches understanding and compassion as well as the connection to number 
words, numerals, and quantities. Through everyday activities like sleeping, eating, playing, and 
reading, children see how powerful a welcoming community can be by supporting others and 
coming together.  

Ten Black Dots by Donald Crews, 1995, Greenwillow Books  
Diez Puntos Negros by Donald Crews, 2009, HarperCollins Español   

In this book, different quantities of large black dots become the eyes of a fox, spots on a snake, 
wheels on a train, and more. For example, five dots appear in a straight line as buttons on a coat and 
then as the portholes of a boat, two at deck level and three below. This fun book offers an easy visual 
way to connect the quantities to the number words to the numerals, and helps children see all the 
ways we can make a certain number. This book was featured in module 1 and is worth rereading 
time and again.  

Goodnight, Numbers by Danica McKellar, 2017, Crown Books for Young Readers  

Settle down for naptime with this book about families saying goodnight to numbers one through 10. 
Children will have fun finding and counting all the different representations of a quantity on each 
page. This book also reinforces associations among numerals, number words, and quantities. 
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