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Fostering and Strengthing  Counting On With 

Number Cubes 

(small group/individual instruction) 
 
 

Why: It is a giant leap forward when students are able to solve addition tasks by 

counting on instead of counting all. Even when students do exhibit counting on 

behaviors, they may still need to participate in activities that will help strengthen 

this behavior. This can be done by presenting situations and settings where the 
child comes to counting on more naturally.  One such setting is to offer games 
where the dice are not both dotted, but where one is dotted and the other is 

numbered.  
 
When:  When student can combine  2 sets  screened items by counting from 1 
 

 
 
           
 

 

 

 

What:  2 dice, one with “pips” and the other with numbers. 

 

How: In this situation the student is not given dots to count on the 

second die. At first the student may need to be shown how to add the 

two amounts. 

 

“With these dice, you could add them by starting here and count to 5:  

1-2-3-4-5, then count 6,7,8.  Or you could just start with 5 and count 

6,7,8.”  

 
Accepting a “count all” strategy for awhile is important if the child is 

not ready to move to the “count on” stage yet. Modeling and pairing 

the player with a child who already counts on may help the student 

move to this stage sooner. 
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 TRUSTING THE COUNT 
 

Why: To consolidate trusting the count by establishing the ability to 

recognize  numerosity to 10, without having to model or count-all or recount 
the whole collection, using the count-on from larger strategy.  
 

When:  After children can count a group of objects to ten.  

  
What: craft sticks or concrete materials for bundling and counting  
           plastic cups  

  
How:  
1. Place a group of less than 10 craft sticks  
on the table or screen. 

 
 
 
 

 

2. Ask students, “How many are there? What do  
you see? How do you know?”  (Children may respond that they see two groups of 3 

and 1 more or that they see  and 1 more, or that they counted by 2s – 2,4,6, and 1 more.) 

 
 
 
Then pick them up and place them in a cup.  

3. Place another group of craft sticks (3 or  
less) on the floor. Ask students, “how many are  

there now?”  
 

4. Ask the students, “How many would I have  
altogether if I put these into the cup with the  

others?”  
 
Having to find the total number of craft 

sticks in the cup without recounting them all  

individually will encourage ‘trusting the count’.  
Eg. For 7 think 8, 9, 10.  
 

5. Continue adding 1, 2 or 3 craft sticks for  
collections up to 20.  
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Strengthening Counting On With Covered Tasks 

 

 

Why:  
to strengthen counting on strategies in late stage 2 and early 

stage 3  learners 

When:  

When children show inconsistent counting on behaviors 

What: 

two colored counters, two covers, numeral cards to 100 

 

How: 

1. Place a small collection of counters (4 or fewer) in an array for 

the child to see. Ask the child to tell you how many. Describe for 
the child the fact that the child just subitized the answer: “You 

just knew that answer! You didn’t have to count that, did 

you!” 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Cover the collection and while the child is watching, slide 
another counter (different color) under the cover. Ask the child 

how many are underneath now.  

 

 

 

 

If the child responds without counting from one, describe what 

the child did as before: “You just knew that answer! You didn’t 

have to count that. How did you do that?” Typically the child will 

respond in one of two ways: either the child will indicate that the 
new quantity is just one more than the original quantity or the 

child will say that he doesn’t know. In the former case, expand on 

what the child said using terminology such as “So, you just knew 

that if there was one more counter, it was the next number 
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bigger!” In the case of the latter, describe the thinking of a child 

you “once knew” as such, “He said, I knew that if there was one 

more counter, it was the next number bigger!” Ask the child if 

this might be how he solved it also. 

 
In the case of the child who counted from one to solve the 4 + 1 

task, try the task again with 1 or 2 counters until the child can 

subitize the additional quantity. If absolutely necessary, you 

might have to have the original set visible to the child as the 

additional counter is introduced.  

 

3. Re do step #2 with the following original sets, each time 

introducing one more counter underneath the cover.  5 + 1,  6 + 

1,  8 + 1 

 
4. Again show the child four counters, ask the child to identify the 

quantity and then cover. This time place the additional counter 

under another cover. Wave your hand over both covered sets and 

ask the child to tell you how many altogether. You just knew that 

answer! You didn’t have to count that. How did you do that?” 

Typically the child will respond in one of two ways: either the 

child will indicate that the new quantity is just one more than the 

original quantity or the child will say that he doesn’t know. In the 

former case, expand on what the child said using terminology 
such as “So, you just knew that if there was one more counter, it 

was the next number bigger!” In the case of the latter, describe 

the thinking of a child you “once knew” as such, “He said, I knew 

that if there was one more counter, it was the next number 

bigger!” Ask the child if this might be how he solved it also. 

 

5. Re do step #4 with the following original sets, each time 

placing one more counter under a separate cover.  5 + 1,  6 + 1,  

8 + 1 and then describing the action as “So, you just knew that if 

there was one more counter, it was the next number bigger!” 
 

6. Re do step #2 but this time introducing two and then three 

more counters underneath the original covered collection. Again 

ask the child to tell you how he solved the problem, and  describe 
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what the child did: “So, you just knew that if there were 4 and I 

put 2 more counters underneath, you could just count on from 

4? You mean you didn’t have to start from one to do that?” 

 

Suggested sentences to use: 3 + 2,  5 + 2,  6 + 2,  3 + 3,  5 + 
3,  7 + 3 

 

7. Re do step #4, again placing the second set of counters under 

a separate cover, ask the child how he solved the problem and 

frame what the child did in terms of counting on.  , you just knew 

that if there were 4 and I put 2 more counters under this cover, 

you could just count on from 4? You mean you didn’t have to 

start from one to do that?” 

 

Suggested sentences to use: 3 + 2,  5 + 2,  6 + 2,  3 + 3,  5 + 
3,  7 + 3 

 

8. Place a numeral card that is within the child’s FNWS level 

under one of the covers. Place 1,2 and 3 counters under the 

second cover. ask the child how he solved the problem and frame 

what the child did in terms of counting on.  , you just knew that if 

there was a  41 and I put 2 more counters under this cover, you 

could just count on from 41 to find out how many? You mean 

you didn’t have to start from one to do that?” 
 

 

9 As the child grows in ability to count forward, you can expand 

the numbers you use for these tasks. For instance 72 + 1,2, or 3 

counters.  When the child is able to cross decades, you can begin 

to introduce tasks that require this, such as 29 and 2 counters.   

 

10.  Although counting on more than 1,2 or 3 is not necessarily 

an efficient strategy, one of the things that distinguishes a solid 

“stage 3 child” is the ability to hold a mental count on for more 
than 3 counts, so once a child is efficient at counting on 1,2, and 

3, the next step is to present tasks that require counting on up to 

5 counts.   
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Strengthening  Counting On With the 20 Bead 

String * 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Why: to strengthen counting on strategies and use the  language describing 

this actions as “counting on”. (Research shows that when a child can name 

the strategy they are using they will use it more frequently.)  

 
When:  When the student is beginning to count on, but still regresses to 

using fingers to show the stem number. 
 

What:  Large 20 Bead string* 
 

Slide a small collection of red beads (4 or fewer) to one side of the bead 

string for the child to see. Show the child the bead string quickly and then 
hide.  Ask the child to tell you how many. Describe for the child the fact 

that the child just subitized the answer: “You just knew that answer! You 
didn’t have to count that, did you!” Repeat with various collections up to 

five. 
 

Cover beads on right.  Now ask  
“ OK. We have 4 beads here on the left.  What if I pushed one more bead 

over, how many would there be?”   
 

When the child responds correctly, point out that the child didn’t need 
fingers to figure it out.   Continue until the child is consistently successful, 
then ask 

 

“What if I pushed 2 more beads over, how many would there be?”   

 
 

 

 

 

 

*Available from The Math Learning Center  www.mathlearningcenter.org 

Item#: RR18271     $4.75 
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Say, Unfold, and Count On 
(An activity to strengthen counting on) 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
Why: Why: to connect number symbols to counting on strategyto connect number symbols to counting on strategy  

  

When: When: after after children have begun to combine children have begun to combine 2 collections of 2 collections of 

screened objects by counting from 1.screened objects by counting from 1.     

  

What: What: A collection of Count On Numbers, as shown above. These A collection of Count On Numbers, as shown above. These 

arare  made frome  made from  Tag board flaps connected with duct tape/black Tag board flaps connected with duct tape/black 

sticky dots. Use numbers 3sticky dots. Use numbers 3--9 and 1,2, or 3 black dots. 9 and 1,2, or 3 black dots.   

  

How:How:  

Fold back the dot portion so it is not initially visible.  Have 

children say the number, then unfold the dot portion and count 

on.   (You could write the sum on the back of the dotted portion, 

and show that as a check.)  
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Helping children represent their Count On strategies 

 

 

   8      9       10       11  
 
“I think I know how you did that.  Here are your 7 cookies. Then you 

counted on 8, 9, 10, 11.  Does that seem like what you did?  That’s a way to 
show others what you did without drawing it all out. “ 

 

     8    9  10   11 

 

 

     

 
 

 
“I think I saw you do it this way.  You said 7, then counted forward 8,9,10, 

11, using your fingers to keep track.  You could show your thinking this 

way.” 

 
 

 

 

 

                 7    8 9    10 11 

Here’s a way to draw what you were thinking so others will 

understand.  You started at 7 and jumped to 8,9,10, and 11.” 

 

 
Arrow notation:  45 + 23  

 

      +10      +10              +3               

45  55  65  68  

7 
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“Say And Stand” and “Touch Your Toes” 
(An auditory patterning activity that will help with count ups and count backs – shared by 

Carol Thornton in Arithmetic Teacher.) 
 

 

Why:  To practice counting on and connecting movement and math 

 

When: Typically in kindergarten and first grade 
 

What: none 

 

How: 

Say and Stand: 

Sit with hands on knees.  Say a number (8). Count on two before 

you stand.  Let the children mimic your actions. Repeat this 

procedure for other numbers.  When children become comfortable 

with the “two more” pattern, do a count back two before you 
stand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Touch Your Toes 
Stand, with both hands above your head. Say a number (7). 

Count on three before you touch your toes.  Have children mimic 

your action.  When children become comfortable with the “3 

more” pattern, do a count back three before touching your toes. 

 

 

 

 


