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What Really Counts!
Understanding Place Value and the Number System



Agenda

• What is counting? Why count?

• What can students learn from counting collections?

• What is choral counting?

• Math Talks are essential

• Connection to various strategies builds understanding

• Applying understanding and strategies to problem solve

• Literature connections



What does ‘counting’ look like in your 
classroom?

What are the skills and concepts involved in 
counting?



Counting – Early Concepts

• Number names

• Order or sequence of numbers

• Name-symbol relationship

• One-to-one correspondence

• Cardinality

• Relative size

• Base-ten structure

• And more!



Counting: Five Basic Concepts

1.  Stable Order:

2.  One to One:

3.  Abstraction:

4.  Cardinality:

5. Order    
Irrelevance:

• Words used in counting must be the same string of 
words from one count to the next.

• Each counting word must be paired with exactly one 
object being counted. 

• Any collection of objects can be counted; the objects 
don’t need to be uniform to be counted. 

• (how much-ness) When a set is counted, the last 
counting word said indicates the total number of objects 
in the set.  

• A set can be counted in any order and get the same 
result. 



Counting Collections
• Students are given a collection of objects to estimate and 

count.

• Students count the objects with a partner.

• Each student records the total count and how they counted. 



Let’s Try It!

• Choose a collection.

• Work with a partner.

• Estimate how many.

• Count the collection.

• Record how you counted.



Estimate, Count, Record























Questions to ask:

• How do you know which ones you have counted and which ones you haven’t?

• How might you  keep track of the count?

• How many did you have in your collection?

• Can you tell me how you counted your collection?

• How many are in each group?

• Do you think you’re going to have more than 100?

• What are you going to do when you create 100?

• Is it even or odd?  Can you prove it to me?

What other questions could you ask?













There are 7 packages and 6 extra pots.  
How many pots do I have?  
How do you know? Record your thinking.



Math Talk

A Really Important Part is to  share and discuss ...

• strategies

• discoveries

• questions

• connections to the math





Counting Collections

• What do you notice about the structure of the task?

• What is the mathematical content that students are 
working on in this task?

• How is this task providing a variety of access points?



What to look for…

• Who is counting with 1 -1 correspondence?

• Who is counting past  10, 25, 50 …100? 

• Who has an efficient way of grouping?

• Does the representation match the way they count?

• Does it match the total number of objects?

• How do children use their recording to communicate their ideas?



• Who might need to be challenged to use more 

sophisticated counting strategies?

• Are students flexible in their grouping? 

• Are students estimating as they count?

• Are students connecting strategies?



Tips for Getting Started 

1.  Gather a variety of items to count 

(i.e. bottle caps, pasta, stones, buttons…).

2.  For experienced counters, gather collections that come in packages 

that can’t be opened

( boxes of 100 paperclips, 8 crayons, mini boxes of candy..).

3.  Put each collection in a zip lock bag or plastic container.



Have a range of collections:

• Kindergarten – 25 – 150 or more

• Grade 1 – 10 – 150 and  later to 200 as they 

transition to counting by tens and ones

• Grade 2 -3 – 100-150 by ones and transition to 300+ 

by tens and ones and sets of various sizes

• Provide packages of materials and some extras (i.e. 

pencils in boxes of 12, birthday candles in packages 

of 16)

• Provide photos of objects



Preparing Other Materials

1. Gather a collection of cups, bowls, egg cartons, etc. 

for students to use to organize their counts.

2. Have hundreds charts available.







Choral Counting
• The teacher leads children in counting aloud together by a given 
number. 

• As the students call out the numbers the teacher records each 
number, pausing the count at strategic moments.

• The teacher decides on a number for the students to skip count by, 
whether to count forwards or backwards, and what number to start 
and end the count on. 

• The purpose of the choral count is to  surface mathematical ideas.

• The goal of this activity in not to just practice rote counting, but to 
engage the children in reasoning , predicting and justifying.



Students are given the opportunity to work on a variety 
of mathematical content, depending on the goal for the 
lesson and the numbers selected.

• Forward and backward number sequence for 
whole numbers
• Name-symbol relation … How do I write that 
number?
• Base-ten structure of the number system
• Reasoning, predicting, and justifying



Let’s Try It!

• Starting number is 64.

• Forward counting by 10.

• Ending number is 334.



Teacher’s Role

• Elicit and respond to students’ reasoning throughout the 
count

• Stop and ask questions that which might elicit student 
thinking.

• Careful number selection is important.

• Orienting students to one another’s ideas and the math 
content.

• As students share the patterns that they notice, teachers 
need to guide the discussion to be productive for all students









Teacher pausing the count at strategic moments.

• What do you think will come next? 

• How do you know?

• If we continue this count, will we ever say 
the number….?



Counting Books

• Introduce a concept

• Review a strategy

• Provide a platform for discussion

• Apply counting strategies to problem solve



How many creatures does the frog eat in the story?

























Counting Collections and Choral Counting
are two important ‘Number Routines’ to incorporate 
into your mathematics classrooms.

“Counting routines offers children ‘rich opportunities’ 
to practice oral counting, develop efficient counting 
strategies, group objects in strategic ways, record 
numbers and represent their thinking and build 
understanding of the base ten number system.”  

Julie Kern Schwerdtfeger and Angela Chan (2007)

Number Sense Routines – Jessica Shumway
TBC 164961


