
 

Game, Module 4 1 

Hoop Game 
(solving basic problems game) 

Hoop Game is a simple, easy-to-play game that gives children experience thinking 
mathematically in a playful context. Children use many math problem-solving 
strategies while they play the game. 

These instructions illustrate how to play the game when children are just learning the rules. 
Children may be able to play the game on their own after they have played a few times with 
your support. To give children varied practice with solving basic problems, make the game 
available at least a few times a week. 

Goals 

• Children solve basic problems using math thinking: subitizing, counting, and comparing 
quantities. 

Materials 

• Hula hoop (or other defined space) on floor. 
• 3–8 bean bags. 
• Tape. 
• Pen or pencil. 
• Optional for a focus on hidden results: large, deep basket or bucket.  

Estimated time 

• 5 minutes to gather the materials and set up the game. 
• 5–10 minutes to play the game. 

Progress monitoring skills and indicators to look for  

• Engages in nonverbal addition and subtraction. 
• Uses counting to solve basic problems. 
• Recalls basic facts. 

Key instructional practices for solving basic problems 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for solving 
basic problems: 

 

• Provide opportunities to solve problems with hidden results. 

• Provide opportunities for children to see the different ways a single quantity 
can be broken into smaller quantities. 
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Set-up 
• Place a hula hoop opposite a taped line (or other maker) on the floor where there is 

adequate space for children to stand and throw a bean bag into the hoop from a short 
distance. 

• Gather the desired number of bean bags and place them near the taped line. 

How to select materials 
• Look at the Progress Monitoring Logbook to identify the highest set children can count with 

accurate one-to-one tagging and cardinality. 

○ For children in your classroom with accurate one-to-one tagging and cardinality in the 
range of 1–3, use three bean bags. 

○ For children with accurate one-to-one tagging and cardinality in the range of 3–5, use 
five bean bags. 

○ For children with accurate one-to-one tagging and cardinality to 6 and beyond, use up 
to eight bean bags. 

Instructions 
Step Suggested teacher language 

1. Introduce the game. Today, we are going to have some fun playing a game where 
we toss these bean bags [hold up bags] toward the hoop and 
figure out how many landed inside or outside. 

2. Have children count the bags. First of all, let’s figure out how many bags we have. Let’s count 
together: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. There are five bags. 

3. Demonstrate the bag toss. Okay, first we will have Nora stand right here on this line on 
the floor. [To Nora:] Choose one bag, and throw it toward the 
hoop. It doesn’t matter if it goes in the hoop or lands outside. 

[Nora throws the bag. Comment on what you see—for 
example, The bag landed outside the hoop!] 

4. Have the child throw the 
remaining bags. 

Okay, Nora, throw the rest of the bags, one at a time, and then 
we will figure out how many are outside and how many are 
inside the hoop. 

[Nora throws the rest of the bags. Again, avoid making 
comments of value on where they land; both inside and 
outside the hoop are great.] 
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Step Suggested teacher language 

5. Support what the children are 
noticing about where their bean 
bags are landing or how the total 
number of bean bags is being 
decomposed. 

[Oh, there’s so many on the outside!] 
That’s right, there are more bean bags on the outside of the 
hoop than on the inside. 

So, Nora, you threw four bean bags already. How many are 
left in your hand? 

[One.] 

6. Guide children to figure out their 
final totals. 

All the bean bags have been thrown. How can we figure out 
how many are inside and outside? 

[We can count!] 

We could! I wonder if there is any way we could figure out 
without counting. 

[I see two inside the hoop!] 

Yes, you saw the two bean bags inside without counting. What 
about outside the hoop? 

[1, 2, 3.] 

You counted three bean bags outside the hoop. 

7. Encourage children to 
recompose the number of bean 
bags. 

Okay, so there were two bean bags inside the hoop and three 
outside the hoop. How many bean bags are there altogether?  

[1, 2, 3, 4, 5.] 

Five bean bags altogether—just like what we started with! Can 
you come pick them up? 

8. Invite the next child to take their 
turn and repeat the process. 

Okay, who would like to take the next turn? Nora, can you 
hand the bean bags to Sarah? 

Make sure you are standing behind the line. 

How many bean bags are you starting with? 

[Five!] 

Can you show me five with your fingers? 

9. Notice and compare the 
results. Continue to draw 
attention to the decomposition 
and composition of the total 
number of bean bags. 

Oh, remember when Nora took her turn and there were two 
bean bags on the inside and three on the outside? [Hold up 
three fingers on one hand and two on the other.] But there 
were five altogether. 

Sarah had four bean bags on the inside and one on the outside 
[Hold up four fingers on one hand and one on the other.] 
But there were still five altogether!  

Wow, so both made five—but just in different ways. 
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Hoop Game gives children experience with many ways to practice math thinking and problem-
solving. You can gain insight and support these types of thinking by asking questions or 
making comments that highlight different concepts. Types of questions and comments 
include: 

Cardinality 
Composing/ 

decomposing 
Subitizing Counting Comparison 

How many bags 
is that 
altogether? 
You’re showing 
me five fingers 
for how many 
bags there are 
altogether. 

How many bags 
have you 
thrown so far? 
How many are 
still in your 
hand? 
So you’ve thrown 
two at the hoop 
and there’s three 
in your hand, but 
there’s still five 
altogether—the 
same five you 
started with! 

Do you know 
how many bags 
are 
inside/outside 
without having 
to count? 
I noticed you just 
looked and said 
three. You saw 
those bags 
without having to 
count them! 

How many bags 
are you starting 
with? 
Let’s count how 
many bags we 
have altogether 
before we begin. 

Are there more 
bags inside the 
hoop or outside 
the hoop? 
There are three 
bags inside the 
hoop and two 
bags outside the 
hoop. Three is 
more than two, 
so there are more 
bags inside the 
hoop. 

Notes 
• To give children experience with hidden results, replace the hoop with a large, deep 

basket or bucket. Because children cannot see inside the basket or bucket, they have 
to draw on their number-relationship and problem-solving knowledge to figure out how 
many are inside. Because thinking about hidden results can be more cognitively 
challenging, reduce the number of bean bags used when introducing this version of the 
game. Additionally, be sure to have students count and confirm the total number of bean 
bags they have before they begin throwing. While children are developing this skill, they 
may benefit from scaffolding questions such as “Do you remember how many bean bags 
you started with?” or “Hmm … you said we started with five bean bags and there are three 
outside the bucket—how could we figure out how many are inside the bucket?" 

• Use your fingers to show quantities as you talk about and notice the bean bag quantities 
with children. 

• If a bean bag lands on the ring of the hoop, let the child decide if that counts as inside or 
outside. 

• You can also take this game outside! Use the hoop or draw with chalk on the playground 
or sidewalk. 

• It may be necessary to tape the hoop to the carpet if you find that it slides around too 
easily. 
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• Children can play as a team and take turns throwing the bean bags, and then work 
together to solve “how many.” 

• Alternatively, children can keep “score” or record their results with tally marks. 
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