
 

Routine, Module 3 1 

Bigger, Smaller, Equal 
(comparing and labeling magnitudes routine) 

 

This brief, movement-oriented routine can help children transition from one 
activity to another while also reinforcing math thinking and number sense. It 
can also be used as a movement break. 

Bigger, Smaller, Equal allows children to think about the magnitude of numbers while using 
gross motor movements. With this transition, every minute is useful and fun!  

For maximum results, use this routine at least daily. 

Goals 

• Children compare magnitudes of numbers. 
• Children develop an internal sense of magnitude. 
• Children become familiar with the meanings of the words “different,” “more than,” “fewer 

than,” and “equal.” 

Materials 

Choose one set of cards: 
• Large version of the quantity cards without numerals from module 1. 
• 10-frame cards without numerals from module 1.  
• Game materials, set 3A or 3B, with numerals from module 3. 

Estimated time 

• 3–5 minutes to do the routine. 

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to look for 

• Makes close mental comparisons. 

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.” 

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

Set-up 
• Keep this routine short. It is not a teaching time or a time to go into depth about mistakes. 
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• You can do this activity during morning meeting; before, during, or after transitioning to 
another activity; when children need a movement break; or whenever you have a few 
extra minutes. 

• Children should be standing in a group, arm-distance apart. They should keep their feet 
firmly on the ground during the activity. 

• Choose one set of cards based on the needs of your class. Consider the quantities, use of 
numerals or not, the arrangements and structures of the shapes, and the size of the cards. 

• Choose whether to use the instructions for younger learners (ages 3–4) or the instructions 
for older learners (ages 4–6), both of which are included below. 

How to select which number range to use 
To help you know which range of numbers to focus on, use the progress monitoring data 
about cardinality from module 2 (meaningful counting). Use your overall knowledge of your 
whole class. If most of the children have demonstrated cardinality up to five, use five and 
fewer for your range of numbers. As children get used to the routine and increase in their 
number sense, you can increase the range of numbers you use to compare. 

The first time you share this activity, you may want to do only steps 1–3 below and then use 
the routine to dismiss children as in step 6. Steps 4 and 5 each represent additional concepts 
and can be introduced gradually, whenever children are ready. 

Instructions for younger learners (ages 3–4) 
Step Suggested teacher language 

1. Introduce the 
activity. 

Today, we’re going to move our bodies according to numbers we see and 
hear. We’ll see if the numbers are the same. 

First, we’ll stand arm-distance apart. We shouldn’t be able to touch each 
other. Our feet stay planted on the ground.  

2. Model how the 
activity works. 

Let’s do an example. I will show a number, and then we’ll see if the second 
number is the same as the first number. If the numbers are the same, we will 
make our arms like this. [Make two horizontal, parallel lines with your 
arms, to look like the equal sign. No need to explain this to the children.] 

[Put a quantity card with two shapes on it in a separate place, like an 
easel or whiteboard.] 

Let’s put up two fingers and put that number in our math brains! [Give 
children time to think about the quantity.] 

[Hold up another card with two shapes.] Is two the same as two? [Give 
children some time to think about this.] Two dots is the same as two dots. 
They are equal. [Make two horizontal, parallel lines with your arms. No 
need to explain what this means.] 
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Step Suggested teacher language 

3. Continue 
comparing numbers 
and doing the 
physical movements.  

Let’s try another one. [Leave the card with two up on the easel or 
whiteboard.] 

Let’s put two in our math brains again! Let’s put up two fingers. [Hold up a 
card with 10 shapes. Give children time to think if the quantities are the 
same.] 

Is ten the same as two? If the numbers aren’t the same, make an “X” with 
your arms. [Make an “X” with your arms.] Yes, ten triangles are not the 
same as two triangles. They are not equal. That’s silly! Ten triangles are way 
different than two triangles! 

4. When children seem 
ready for a new idea, 
introduce the idea 
of same and 
different.  

I know we’ve been talking a lot about the idea of “same” and “not the same.” I 
want to introduce the idea of “different.” When we play our game, we talk 
about numbers that are the same. Instead of saying they’re not the same, we’ll 
say they’re different and we’ll still make an X with our arms. 

Let’s see if we can recognize something that’s different. [Put up a card with 
one shape in a separate place, like an easel or whiteboard.] 

Let’s put up one finger. 

[Hold up a card with nine shapes. Give children time to think if the 
quantities are the same.] 

If the numbers aren’t the same, make an “X” with your arms. [Make an “X” 
with your arms.] Yes, one square is different than nine squares. 

5. When children seem 
ready for a new idea, 
introduce the idea 
of bigger and then 
smaller.  

Let’s talk about a new idea. I will show a number and then see if the second 
number I say is bigger or smaller than the first. If the number is bigger, we’ll 
make our bodies as big as we can. If the number is smaller, we’ll shrink our 
bodies as small as possible. [Act out these motions when you say what the 
movements are.] 

[Put up the quantity card with two shapes on it in a separate place, like an 
easel or whiteboard.] 

Let’s just think about that number, two, and put it in our math brains! Let’s 
put two fingers up. 

Now, let’s see if our new number is bigger or smaller than two dots. [Hold up 
a quantity card with eight shapes. Give children some time to think if the 
number is bigger or smaller.] Eight! 

Is eight bigger or smaller than two? [Give children a few seconds to think 
about this. Make your body expand as much as you can.] That’s right, 
eight dots is bigger than two dots. Eight is bigger. 
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Step Suggested teacher language 

6. Use the same 
process to dismiss 
children. Repeat 
until everyone is 
dismissed.  

Now that we have the hang of it, we’ll do it and then dismiss a few children to 
line up. 

Is one the same as three? [Point to the card with three shapes. Hold up a 
card with one shape. Give children time to think if the quantities are the 
same.] One dot is not the same as three dots. [Make an X with your arms.] 
Tavion, Maria, and Jenay, you may line up. 

Instructions for older learners (ages 4–6) 
Step Suggested teacher language 

1. Introduce the 
activity. 

Today, we’re going to move our bodies according to numbers we see and 
hear. 

First, we’ll stand arm-distance apart. We shouldn’t be able to touch each 
other. Our feet stay planted on the ground. 

2. Model how the 
activity works. 

Let’s do an example. I will show a number and then see if the second number I 
say is bigger or smaller than the first. If the number is bigger, we’ll make our 
bodies as big as we can. If the number is smaller, we’ll shrink our bodies as 
small as possible. [Act out these motions when you say what the 
movements are.] 

[Put up the quantity card with three shapes on it in a separate place, like 
an easel or whiteboard.] 

Let’s just think about that number, three, and put it in our math brains! Let’s 
put three fingers up. 

Now, let’s see if the next number I say is bigger or smaller than three. [Hold 
up a quantity card with four shapes. Give children some time to think if 
the number is bigger or smaller.] Four! 

Is four bigger or smaller than three? [Give children a few seconds to think 
about this. Make your body take up as much space as possible.] That’s 
right, four is bigger than three. Four dots are more than three dots. 
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Step Suggested teacher language 

3. Continue 
comparing numbers 
and doing the 
physical movements.  

Is two bigger or smaller than three? [Point to the card with three shapes. 
Give children some time to think about how much three is.] 

Let’s put three fingers up. [Put up a card with two shapes. Give children 
some time to think about the quantities and whether the second quantity 
is bigger or smaller. Shrink your body as small as possible.] Yes, two is 
smaller than three. Two triangles are fewer than three triangles. 

How about five? Is five bigger or smaller than three? [Point to the card with 
three shapes. Give children time to think about that quantity.] 

Let’s put up three fingers. 

[Hold up the card with five shapes. Wait to see if the children take up as 
much space as possible. Regardless of their physical response, say:] Five 
triangles are bigger than three triangles. Five is more. 

4. When children seem 
ready for a new idea, 
introduce the idea 
of equal or the same.  

Let’s talk about a new idea. If we have quantities that are the same, we will 
make our arms like this. [Make two horizontal lines with your arms, to 
look like the equal sign. No need to explain this to the children.] 

Ready? Is three bigger, smaller, or the same as three? [Point to the card with 
three shapes. Give children some time to think about this.] 

Let’s put three fingers up. [Hold up another card with three shapes on it. 
Wait for children’s responses.] Three squares are the same as, or equal 
quantity to, three squares. 

5. Use the same 
process to dismiss 
children. Repeat 
until everyone is 
dismissed. 

Now that we have the hang of it, we’ll do it and then dismiss a few children to 
line up. 

Is one bigger, smaller, or the same as three? [Point to the card with three 
shapes. Put three fingers up on one hand.] One dot is smaller than three 
dots. Shayla, Nina, and Carys, you may line up. 

Notes 
• If you are using the routine with 3-year-olds or children who are still connecting smaller 

quantities to number words, like 1–5: 

○ It is a heavy cognitive load for children of this age to compare numbers. They are just 
starting to connect quantities with number words. Holding those quantity-number 
word connections in their mind while making magnitude comparisons is challenging. 

○ Use cards with visual quantities, but not numerals, at this age. 

○ See additional ways to scaffold below. 
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• When children understand how the routine works, make the connection explicitly 
between synonyms like “bigger” and “more than” and “smaller” and “less” or “fewer 
than.” 

○ This might sound like: You might have noticed that sometimes I use “bigger” or “more 
than.” For example, if I have five bananas and four apples, I have more bananas than 
apples, or I have a bigger quantity. The same goes in this game when I say “smaller” or 
“less than” or “fewer than.” If I have three acorns and two dandelions, I have less or fewer 
dandelions than acorns. I have a smaller quantity. 

• With multilingual learners, find out the expressions for “more than,” “fewer than,” and 
“equal to” in their home language and use those expressions along with your English 
words. 

• The equal sign is an abstract symbol, similar to numerals. Children need to have a 
conceptual understanding about what equal means before introducing the symbol. Just 
using the word “equal” and providing a movement for them to do is enough for now. 

• This routine has a lot of gross motor movement, so it is more concrete for young children. 

• In this routine, adding more precise language is key. Do not just say “four is smaller than 
six,” but instead specify that “four dots are fewer than six dots.” Naming the quantities 
helps children focus. 

• You can also use gestures to indicate bigger, smaller, or the same. 

• Use of fingers by the children is essential because it provides a visual and concrete 
representation of the quantity discussed when children show which quantity is bigger, 
smaller, or equal. Without the use of fingers or quantity cards, children will find it difficult 
to anchor the quantities. 

• Over time, you want to include children in using comparison language. After doing the 
routine several times, ask children to say the word connected to the movement. For 
example, if their movement is taking up a lot of space, they would say “bigger” or “more 
than.” 

To scaffold or challenge 
• To scaffold: 

o Young children find it easier to see large differences between sets (e.g., the difference 
between 2 and 10), rather than small differences between sets, (e.g., the difference 
between 5 and 6). As you scaffold, especially for young children, start with large 
differences between sets to help them develop their internal sense of magnitude. 

o Start by doing the activity with them, instead of asking them to show you with their 
bodies. 
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o Begin with smaller quantities and ask “bigger” questions. This concept is easier than 
“smaller.” 

• To challenge: 

○ You can use the module 3 game materials, which have numerals, if you wish to 
increase the complexity. Card set 3A has smaller quantities (1–5) and just one shape 
and color. Card set 3B has larger quantities (3–10) and more than one shape and color. 

○ You can increase the range of quantities you are choosing from based on how children 
are mastering other concepts related to number sense and magnitude. 

○ You can also use 5- and 10-frames to help represent how quantities connect to 5 and 
10. 

○ After doing the routine many times, some children may be able to lead the activity. 
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