
Patterning - What is it? 

The capacity to pattern – to establish a pattern core, to repeat, and name it – is an essential 

skill in mathematics.  Students who can pattern can predict what comes next with confidence.  

They know that there is an order – to the manipulatives they use, to the days of the week, to 

the sequence of their days.  The capacity to pattern is a necessary pre-requisite for success in 

algebra – to be able to predict “down the line” is the foundation of algebraic thinking.  

Students should be able to extend a pattern off of both ends (beyond both the start and the 

end) and to represent it in language and actions.  Students who are competent with patterning 

will be able to identify and correct the error in an existing pattern. 

Patterning with colour or another physical attributes is the precursor to skip counting.  When 

students build patterns with a pattern core of 2 elements, the number of objects in their 

pattern increases by 2 each time.  To find the total number, then students can skip count by 2’s.  

In this way they follow a new pattern: skip a number, say a number, skip a number, say a 

number.  Skip counting requires sets of objects to be counted.  Success with skip counting 

depends on being able to subitize, and see groups at a glance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building a Solid Foundation 

The success in numeracy depends on the child’s capacity to subitize, to partition 

and to pattern. These 3 fundamental concepts are essential to build a solid 

mathematical foundation in early primary. They are interconnected and 

embedded in each other. 

Teachers should talk to students about these important concepts and be sure to mention that 

these are the things mathematicians do when they think about numbers and sets.   

Our young learners should know what it looks like to behave like a mathematician – seeing sets 

without counting, breaking up sets and putting them back together again and patterning and 

predicting.  They are capable of doing the important work of a mathematician. 
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Subitizing - What is it? 

Subitizing is a fundamental skill.  Students who can subitize can recognize sets of objects at a 

glance without counting.  It is important for students to be able to see quantity in this way to 

develop their understanding of “set”.  Knowing how many are in a set, despite its 

arrangement, tells us that a child has a sense of conservation.  Conversation (that 5 is 5 no 

matter how it is arranged) is a necessary skill for all of the mathematical operations (addition, 

subtraction, multiplication and division).  Children who can subitize will see sets of objects as 

distinct groups. Over time, they will be able to count on from the larger group.  

Dot cards and ten frames help students to develop their capacity to see, at a glance, without 

counting.  They should learn and master the “shape” of the numbers arranged on dot cards 

and in ten frames. In a ten frame, the important things to know about each number are 

evident.  Seeing a number in a ten frame allows children to assess its relationship to 5 and 10 

(how many more than 5, how many away from 10). These ideas translate naturally and easily to 

number based understandings.  It’s important to convert these images into numbers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Partitioning - What is it? 

Partitioning is a term mathematicians use to describe the act of breaking a set into parts and 

putting it back together again.  In early primary, we usually partition into 2 parts, although 

some children will be able to go further. Part-whole thinking (partitioning) is a precursor to 

success in addition and subtraction.  It provides children with opportunities to join and 

separate groups and to represent their thinking using numbers where appropriate.  Over time, 

students will come to recognize the pattern in “How many of each…?” in problems and will be 

able to tell if they have found all the possible ways to partition a number.  Richer in intent than 

learning ‘number families’, partitioning allows students to explore and understand why these 

‘number families’ exist and can be used. 

It is important that students in Grades 1 and 2 use numbers and symbols to represent their 

partitioning ideas (i.e. 7 + 3 = 10;  14 + 6 = 20).  More importantly, students would see that these 

equations show equivalence.  Be sure to model equations like: 6 + 4 = 8 + 2 so that students 

understand that the equal signs does not mean “the answer is” but rather says “is the same 

as”.  

      

 

 

 

 

 


