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Math Activities for Ages 3 to 5 Years
Children are born ready to learn math skills. They notice quantities and are
tuned in to different shapes and sizes even before they can talk. So how do we
build on these innate skills, and why is it important? Here’s
why: Math skills — counting, simple adding and subtracting,
comparing sizes and shapes, noticing and making patterns,
problem solving — at kindergarten entry can predict later
success in school. How do preschoolers learn this stuff? They
learn by playing with toys, interactive games, building with blocks, singing
songs and reading books. And most importantly, they learn through everyday
interactions with you — their parents and caregivers. Use this book and the DoIt-Yourself kit (see back cover) to help you find the math in everyday routines
and add playful math activities to your child’s life.

Numbers

Language connections
Use words such as: “one-two-three,”
“count,” “more,” “less,” “greater than,”
“less than,” “how many more?”

Knowing “how many”

Book: Mouse Count
by Ellen Stoll Walsh,
Ten Red Apples by
Pat Hutchins

Your child will begin to:
Count objects to find out how many and to
compare numbers of objects.
Identify the number of objects in a very
small group (one, two or three things)
without having to count them.
Learn that number words (“three”) and real
quantities (
) and written numerals (3)
***
all mean the same thing.
Count from 1 to 10 (or higher).
Solve simple “add-one-more” and “take-oneaway” problems using real objects.

Use your kit materials
Use small toys with your child for counting,
sorting, grouping and comparing.
Have your child roll one die. Count out the
same number of toys.
Use the small toys with the
Music Finger play.

Music and movement
One, two, three, four, five;
once I caught a dinosaur alive!
Six, seven, eight, nine, ten;
then I let him go again.
Why did I let him go?
Because he bit my finger so ...
Which finger did he bite? This little one, on
the right.

More fun things

Everyday fun practice

Ask for your child to count simple objects
(blocks, rocks, cars, animals) every day.

Here are some ideas to help children
learn about numbers during everyday
routines:

Demonstrate counting strategies, such as
touching each item and moving them to the
side once they are counted.
Model counting and provide teachable
moments for your child to count throughout
the day (count family members at the table
to determine the number of forks needed).
Use the question: “How many?” in goofy
ways (How many worms do you want
to eat?).
Encourage writing numerals that are
meaningful, such as your child’s age or how
many days until relatives come for a visit.
Play simple board games (like Trouble)
that require counting spaces and moving
a marker.

Getting dressed: “How many
buttons are on your shirt?
While walking: “Let’s count
how many steps up the stairs.”
At the grocery store: “We have two
apples. We want four. How many more do
we need?”
Going to the park: “Let’s look for
numbers as we go to the park” or “How
many children do you see on the swings?
One, two, three, four.”
Mealtime: “Do I have more carrots than
you or less carrots than you?”

By the numbers

50

The number of different words
that Dr. Seuss used to create the 1960
picture book Green Eggs and Ham

For fun:

What has six wheels
and flies?
A garbage truck.

Shapes

Language connections

Your child will begin to:

Books: Round, Round, Round
by Tana Hoban, So Many
Circles, So Many Squares
by Tana Hoban, Tops and
Bottoms by Janet Stevens,
Ten Red Apples by Pat
Hutchins, Count! by
Denise Fleming

Use words such as: “between,” “behind,”
“next to,” “under,” “into,” “circle,”
“square,” “cube,” “cylinder” (names of
two- and three-dimensional shapes)

And spatial sense

Recognize and name common shapes like
circles and squares.
Notice and identify shapes in everyday places.
Compare same/different shapes by their
attributes (“it has three sides so I know it is
a triangle”).
Explore and learn words that describe
position and location.
Learn how their bodies move in the
environment.

Use your kit materials
Encourage your child to hide a toy, then you
describe where it is: “The dinosaur is on the
table or under the table.”
Have your child find shapes at
home — circle for a plate, rectangle
for a frame. Say: “Yes, the plate is
round like a circle.”
Ask your child to trace the edge of a shape
with her finger. Describe the characteristics
of the shape: number of sides, straight or
curved edges, and length.

Music and movement
The itsy bitsy spider went up
the water spout (crawl one
hand up the arm of the other).
Down came the rain and washed the spider
out, (fingers wiggling downward).
Out came the sun and dried up all the rain
(create the sun with both arms above head).
And the itsy bitsy spider went up the spout
again (repeat first movement).

Everyday fun practice
More fun things
Go on a Shape Hunt at home. See how
many different shapes you and your child
can find.
Play Hide-and-Seek with your child. Describe
the position or location of who is doing the
hiding. “Mommy was behind the chair,” or
“You hid under the blankets,” or “Where is
Daddy? Maybe he’s hiding next to the table.”
Trace the shape of household objects
onto paper. Cut out the shapes and create
something different. (A square and a
triangle make a house.)

Here are some ideas to help children
learn about shapes, positions and
directions during everyday routines:
Getting dressed: “Your leg goes into one
end of the pants and out the other.”
While walking: “Is that sign a rectangle?
How do you know?”
At the grocery store: Play “I Spy…”
using shapes, position and location.
Going to the park: “Do you
want to go down the slide or
through the tunnel first?”
Mealtime: “Put your milk
glass beside your plate so it won’t spill.”

By the numbers

1,000

The number of words a child may know or
recognize by the age of three.

For fun: What did
the acorn say when
it grew up?
Gee-I’m-a-tree
(geometry).

Patterns

Language connections
Use words such as: “sort, “same,”
“different,” “pattern,” “repeat,”
“growing,” “again,” “what
comes next?”

What comes next?

Your child will begin to:

Books:
Caps for Sale by Esphyr
Slobodkina, Is it Red, Is
it Yellow, Is it Blue? By
Tana Hoban, Millions of
Cats by Wanda Gag

Sort objects by one (or more) characteristics
such as color, size, shape.
Follow stories and sing songs that have
repeating phrases.
Notice and describe patterns in his
environment.
Make her own simple patterns with
adult support.

Use your kit materials
Blocks: Ask your child what color he likes
best, and have him pick out all the blocks of
that color.
Using two colors, ask: “Can you
put all the blue blocks together
and all the red blocks together?”
Line up five blocks, alternating
red, blue, red, blue, red.
Say: “I’m making a pattern. What color
comes next?”

Everyday fun practice
More fun things
Use objects found at home to sort and
make patterns — like toy animals, beads,
buttons, coins, nuts and bolts. Talk about
the characteristics: “Is it smooth? Round?
Four-legged?”
Use a muffin tin to help sort small objects
with similar characteristics.
Use wooden spoons on a container with a
plastic lid (a drum) to explore rhythm.
Use dot stickers, markers or fingerprints to
create patterns on paper.
Look for patterns outside. For example,
fence planks — skinny/wide/skinny.

Provide experiences to help your child
learn about patterns in his everyday
routines:
Getting dressed: “Put
on your pants, then
your socks and shoes.”
While walking: Make patterns. “Big
step, little step, big step, little step.”
At the grocery store: Talk about how all
the fruits and vegetables are sorted.
In the car: Make up a “plus-one”
clapping pattern. Clap. Clap-clap. Clapclap-clap.
Mealtime: “Your sister cleaned the
dishes last night, so tonight it is your
turn. She will do it again tomorrow.”

Music and movement
Five little monkeys jumping
on the bed (hold five fingers
up and “jump”).
One fell off and bumped his head (place a
hand to the forehead).
Mama called the doctor, and the doctor said,
(imitate phone to ear) “No more monkeys
jumping on the bed!” (shake index finger).
(Repeat) Four little monkeys…, Three…,
Two..., One..., No more monkeys...

By the numbers

?

How often do you ask your child
questions? Questions help build
vocabulary and keep her engaged in
learning. Use a variety of questions — from
simple yes/no to more complex how/why.

For fun: You are going to London. On the

way to the airport you see three ladies. The
three ladies see eight cats. The eight cats
see 29 mice each. How many people went to
London? One — you!

Measurements
It’s all about comparing

Be aware of objects that differ in size, height,
weight, volume, time and other dimensions.
Make comparisons such as which object is
heavier or lighter in her hands.

Explore non-standard measurement tools:
your child’s foot, paper clips or paper cups.
Explore standard measurement tools:
measuring cups, timers and rulers.

Use your kit materials
Blocks: With your child, measure the length
of a book using blocks. “How
many blocks long is the book?”
Place one small toy in your
child’s hand. Place a heavy
book in his other hand. Ask
him,“Which one is heavier?”
Stack blocks into a tower. Ask your child,
“How high can you stock the blocks?”

Use comparing words such as: “bigger/
smaller,” “heavier/lighter,” “hotter/
colder,” “slower/faster.”
Books: Inch by Inch by
Leo Lionni, The Three
Bears By Paul Galdone,
The Little Fish that
Got Away by Crockett
Johnson

Your child will begin to:

Use comparison language to describe objects,
people and events: taller/tallest, faster/
fastest, smaller/smallest.

Language connections

More fun things

Everyday fun practice

Measure length or distance using everyday
objects (such as shoes, spoons, yarn or
string) as nonstandard measuring tools.

Here are some ways to help your child
experience measurement during everyday
routines:

Have your child sing “Twinkle, Twinkle,
Little Star” to measure the time she needs to
wash her hands.

Getting dressed: “Is it hot
outside or cold? What should
you wear?”

Use a measuring tape to measure furniture
in the home and help your child read the
numbers on the tape.

Outside: “Let’s measure the
garden hose with your feet.”

Gather a variety of materials to fill two
plastic bowls. Let your child explore which
bowl is heavier. Ask if she can make the
bowls weigh the same.
Cook with your child. He can help measure
dry and liquid ingredients.

At the grocery store: “Which do you think
is heavier? Five oranges or five lemons?”
Going to the park: “You are the fastest on
the slide, the highest on the swings.”
Playtime: Ask your child to help you make
the play dough recipe (see back page).

Music and movement
Let’s measure from our head
(place hand on head).
Right down to our toes
(touch toes).
Let’s measure our arms (hold arms out wide).
Let’s measure our nose (touch nose).
Let’s measure our legs, our waist and all
(touch legs, waist).
Let’s measure to see if we have grown tall
(hold hand above head).

By the numbers

443

The number of babies born in Siskiyou
County, California, in 2013.

For fun: Why can’t
your nose be
12-inches long?
Because then it
would be a foot.

To make the most of this book, create a

Do-It-Yourself Math Kit
Collections to count, sort and use
in number games—one-inch cubes
(Unifix), small plastic toys (farm
animals, dinosaurs), dot stickers,
recycled lids, Tangram pattern blocks
(make your own with cardboard)
Simple counting games—Dominoes,
Trouble (make your own with egg
cartons or muffin tins)
Dice and make-your-own number cards
Blocks, small and large (make your own
from empty food, tissue, cereal boxes)
Music movement CDs (Hap Palmer, Raffi)
String, yarn, scissors, tape, glue, and
paper for cutting, folding, rolling

Play dough recipe
1 cup water
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
1/2 cup salt
1 tablespoon cream of
tartar
Food coloring
1 cup flour
Combine water, oil, salt, cream of tartar,
and food coloring in a saucepan and
heat until warm.
Remove from heat and add flour.
Stir, then knead until smooth. The
cream of tartar makes the dough last six
months. Store the dough in an airtight
container or ziplock freezer bag.

Sand timer, ruler, measuring tape,
bathroom scale
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