Counting skills

Stable-order

Children need to know the counting words and recite them in the correct order each time (it is impossible to count up to seven if you only know the first six counting words!)

One-one

One and only one number word has to be matched to each and every object. 

Lack of coordination is a source of potential error – it helps if children move the objects as they count, use large rhythmic movements, or clap as they count.  

Cardinality

When correctly following the first two principles, the number name allocated to the last object tell you how many objects you have counted.  Children who do not yet distinguish cardinal from ordinal numbers may, when asked to give you three, give you the third object.  ‘Counting out’ a number of objects from a larger collection shows that children understand cardinality, because they know the number they stop counting at will give the total number.

Subitising

A significant skill is to recognise small numbers without counting them.  Dot patterns on dice, dominoes and playing cards are helpful for this, as well as small groups of randomly arranged shapes stuck on cards.

Abstraction

You can count anything – visible objects, hidden objects, imaginary objects, sounds etc.  Children find it harder to count things they cannot move (because the objects are fixed), touch (they are at a distance), see, that move around.  Children also find it difficult to count a mix of different objects, or similar objects of very different sizes.

Conservation

Ultimately children need to realise that when objects are rearranged the number of them stays the same.

