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Learning The Principles of Counting 
These rinciples were established by Gelman and Gallistel (1978) 

When 
Typically in preschool and early kindergarten, when children 
know the forward number word sequence up to 5 or beyond. 

 

Why 

To learn the principles of rational counting:  
• Counting words must be used in the same order every time 

• Objects can be counted in any order without affecting the count 
• The last number counted establishes the numerosity of the set 
• Only one number name can be assigned to each object counted 
• Anything can be counted. 

 

What 
Two cups or other containers 
Countable objects, such as beads, cubes, pennies, etc.  
 

How 
1. Put a container of objects to be counted on the left side of 
the child.  
2. Put the empty container on the right of the child. (This is 
just the opposite for a left-handed child, because you want 
the child to use the dominant hand to cross the mid-line 

twice during each count.)  
3. Show the child how to move one object at a time from the 
left container to the right container, while counting the 
object.  Assist with counting as needed. 
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Adjust  the number being counted according to the skill level. Once 
the child can count objects in this way, work on counting without 
moving objects from container to container, but just from one side  of 
a work space to another,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
or lining up and counting,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and finally counting just by pointing or looking while counting.    
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Using the 10 or 20 Bead String to Practice 

Rational Counting 
 

 

 

 

 

 

WHY TO USE:   
To promote accurate rational counting skills 
 
WHEN TO USE: Preschool, kindergarten or with Special Needs students 

who need practice in counting accurately.  
 

WHAT TO USE:  
Large Demonstration 20-Bead String 
 

HOW TO USE:  
Direct the children to put 10 or 20 Bead line or string in starting position, 

with all beads pushed to right with white beads on the far right so that first 

beads to move will be red beads.  

Initially children can use the bead line (string) as they count, moving one 

bead on the string as they count.  

      

 
                            “ 1,2,3,4” 
This is the beginning of 1-1 correspondence and intuitively instills the idea of 

that it is easier to count objects when they are in a line than when they are 

scattered.  

 
 
 

Passing the Beanie Baby 
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Adapted from New Zealand Maths 
 
When: In Preschool and Kindergarten  
 
Why:   
Counting forward helps children learn the forward number word 
sequence, which is a foundational math skills which other math skills 
are built upon.   This activity helps the child transition from knowing 
the order of the number words to understanding that each number 
can represent an action or object.  
 
What is needed:  
Small object, such as a Beanie Baby or other small toy, to pass 
around.   
 
How:  
The students get into a circle.  Designate a child to hold the Beanie 
Baby and, starting at one, pass the Beanie Baby, counting loud as it 
passes to each student. Count as far as appropriate.  
 
Note: The class can count in unison, or each child may say the next 
number, whichever seems most appropriate for the situation.   
 
Extensions: 
Start at 10 and count backward as the Beanie Baby is passed 
around. Before counting backwards, the students can predict who will 
be number one.   
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Rocket Ship Game 

 

Why: To practice rational counting 

 

When: Typically preschool and kdg.  Special Ed. 

 

What:  
Rocket Ship Game Math 
Manipulatives (cubes, bears, buttons, etc.) 
Die 

 

How: 
Students take turns rolling the die and counting out that 
many counters to place on rocket ship. The aim of the game 
is to be the first to fill all the seats and be the first to be able 
to blast off on all three ships.   
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Rocket Ship Game Board 


