
Early Maths – How to support your child. 

What your child learns during their first few years of maths will equip them with the skills 

needed to access the rest of their learning journey with number.  In their early experience, it 

is essential that they develop confidence.  The following outlines the skills needed to 

become confident mathematicians. 

Early Number 

Cardinality and Counting: this is understanding that when you count a number of things, 

the number that you finish with is the total (the cardinal value).  This number refers to the 

quantity, or ‘how many’ there are. 

 

 

Counting objects and actions: Children need to have lots of experience of counting objects.  

Touching each object as they count will develop 1:1 correspondence.  This means that they 

recognise that the object they are touching is the one they are counting.  Each counting 

action counts as counting one thing.  ‘Touch counting’ will ensure that children don’t over-

count and come to an incorrect answer. 

 

Learning the number names: Encourage your children to learn the numbers in order 

through counting songs and games.  Make sure they experience the numbers going 

forwards and backwards.  Use counting down for ‘blast off’ with rockets, hide & seek and 

just as a countdown for an event so that children are fluent at counting both forwards and 

backwards.  Start with 0-5, and move on to 0-10 and then up to 20.  It is important to start 

at 0. 

 

When children are developing the skill of ‘touch 

counting, arranging the objects in a line will make it 

easier.   

Children also need to count objects that do not 

match in terms of colour, size and texture. 

 

When counting the apples, the 

child will finish on 4 and 

understand that ‘there are four 

apples’. 



Understanding and representing numbers: Children need to see and represent 

(make/show) numbers in different ways.  Initially, this may be through using their fingers to 

represent the different numbers.  You can support your child with this by teaching them 

that a hand with all the fingers up represents five.  Playing a game where children have to 

say how many fingers you are showing makes this fun.  Variation:  the child says a number, 

you represent it using your fingers and they decide if you are right or  wrong. 

 

 

Subitising 

‘Seeing’ small numbers without counting them. 

It is a useful skill to be able to ‘see’ amounts without having to count them.  Children are 

taught to ‘see’ that there are 1, 2 or 3 objects without the need to count them.   

 

 

 

Once able to subitise 1, 2 and 3, children will be able to ‘see’ slightly larger numbers.   

 

 

When, and only when, your child is confident at counting forwards and backwards up to 10, get 

them to start at any number and count forwards/backwards.  This will help you understand 

whether your child fully understands the pattern. 

When learning to count, 

present the written number 

alongside. 

Children will be exposed to 

different arrangements of 

dots/objects.  Being able to 

‘see’ 1, 2 or 3 will help 

children move towards being 

able to subitise larger 

numbers. 

A child will be able to ‘see’ 2 3s, and will learn that this is 6. 

Being able to ‘see’ 6 will free up a child’s working memory 

for processing other mathematics. 

Give your child the instruction:  “Pick up 2 pencils” to 

practice subitising. 



 

Unitising: the ability to count one unit as ‘many’.   

When your child has strong 1:1 correspondence and is very confident at counting in ones, 

move on to counting groups.  E.g. counting how many pairs of socks.  They are seeing a pair 

of 2 socks as 1 unit. 

 

Composition: understanding that one number can be made up from two or more smaller 

numbers.  Four can be made with four fingers on one hand; two fingers on each hand or 

three fingers on one hand and one on the other.  Children need to recognise all these 

representations as ‘four’.  At school, children will learn that this is a part, part, whole 

relationship e.g.  

 

Questions you can ask: 

Which number can you 

see? 

How do you know? 

Which representation 

does not show four? 

Are any representations 

new to you? 

Ask your child to describe the part/part/whole relationship.  E.g. 2 needs 3 to make 5. 



Pattern:  looking for and finding patterns helps children notice and understand 

mathematical relationships.  Look for these in nature and in your home.  Make them 

yourself using a variety of objects, colours, shapes and sizes. 

 

 

Comparison:  understanding that some numbers are bigger than others.  Children need to 

understand the relative size of amounts so that they can understand ideas around value. 

 

 

  

Get into the 

habit of 

asking: 

What do you 

notice? 

Sort objects into ‘more’ and ‘less’. 

Line up objects to see which group 

has more/less. 

Children need to 

understand that although 

the tigers are bigger, there 

are more penguins. 



Facts your child needs to know by the end of Year 1 and Year 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Online Resources 

 

 
 

 
https://home.oxfordowl.co.uk/kids-activities/fun-

maths-games-and-activities/ 
 

Oxford Owl has free access to fantastic videos and 
activities. 

 

 
 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/group/b08bzfnh 
 

Numberblocks are an amazing resource to use 
to develop your child’s understanding of 

number. 

 

 
 

 
https://mathsnoproblem.com/en/parent-

videos/ 

 
More great videos from Dr Yeap about the 

fundamental ideas in mathematics. 

 

 

 


