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Will knoWs that the development 
of math concepts and skills begins in 
the first years of life. In fact, from the 
moment they are born, children begin 
to construct ideas about mathematics 
through everyday routines, experi-
ences, and, most importantly, caring 
interactions with trusted adults. A key 
aspect of these interactions involves 
language—how we talk math with 
infants and toddlers. It’s easier than 
you think. You might be talking math 
more than you realize! Being aware of 
early mathematical concepts helps 
you be more thoughtful and inten-
tional about using these concepts in 
everyday experiences and interac-
tions with infants and toddlers.

Where’s the math?

 Math is everywhere! Mathematics is 
“a way of describing the world—a way 
of thinking, knowing, and problem-
solving” (Virginia’s Early Childhood 
Development Alignment Project 2008, 
83). You likely use math and math 
language all the time but may not be 
aware of it. For example, when you do 
laundry and wash clothes separately 
based on color, you’re using the math 
concepts of sorting and classifying. 
You also use math concepts when you 
keep score during sporting events and 
explain how much your team is ahead 
or behind (number and operations), 
or give someone verbal directions to 
get from one place to another (spatial 
relationships). As a teacher or care-
giver, you likely play games and sing 
songs that use numbers and counting, 
use comparison words such as big and 
little (measurement), and explain the 
order of everyday routines and experi-
ences (patterns). In the short vignette 
in the beginning, Will builds on Maya’s 
concept of more by feeding her more 
food. He also introduces a new math 
concept, “all gone.” Math is all around 
us; math talk brings it out and makes 
it known.
 Infants and toddlers are natural 
mathematicians. Even without adult 
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Will feeds Maya, an 8-month-old in 
his care. He pauses for a moment 
and Maya signs “more.” Will 
laughs. “You want more? Okay, 
here it comes!” He continues 
feeding her and when the bowl is 
empty, Will says and signs, “All 
gone. Maya ate her food. All gone.” 
Maya looks at him and smiles.
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support, we see infants and toddlers 
using math concepts to make sense 
of their world. For example, infants 
signal they want more food, as Maya 
does. More is one of the first math 
concepts that children construct 
(Ginsburg, Lee, & Boyd 2008). They 
tell us—often dramatically—that they 
know the difference between familiar 
and unfamiliar adults (sorting and 
classifying). Toddlers try to climb 
into boxes of various sizes (spatial 
relationships) and say words that are 
repeated in stories you read aloud or 
songs you sing (patterns) (Greenberg 
& Bickart 2008). An important role for 
teachers and other caregivers is to 
make the math that occurs in daily life 
concrete and visible to children. This 
is done through math talk.

Components of math

 One way to recognize and talk about 
math opportunities is to know what 
math involves. Here are brief descrip-
tions of five math components and 
examples of talking math for each 
(Greenberg & Bickart 2008; Virginia’s 
Early Childhood Development 
Alignment Project 2008).

Number and operations—under-
standing the concept of number, 
quantity, order, ways of representing 
numbers, one-to-one correspon-
dence, and counting.

•  “You have two eyes, and so does 
your bear. Let’s count: 1, 2.”

•  “I have more crackers than you do. 
See, I have three and you have two. 
I’m going to eat one of mine. Now I 
have the same as you!”

•  “That’s the third time I’ve heard 
you say ‘mama.’ You’ve said 
‘mama’ three times!”

Shapes and spatial relationships 
(geometry)—recognizing, naming, 
comparing, and contrasting objects 
based on their geometric appear-
ance; understanding the physical 
relationship (i.e., direction and 
position) between self and objects, 



or between two or more objects, in 
one’s environment.

•  “Look, Jason went under the 
climber and Aliyah is on top!”

•  “You’re sitting next to Carlos.”

•  “Some of the crackers we have 
today are square, and some are 
round.”

Measurement—determining qualities 
such as size, weight, quantity, vol-
ume, and time, and using the appro-
priate tools to do so.

•  “Moving that stool is hard. It’s 
heavy.”

•  “You took a long nap today!”

•  “Let’s count how many steps it takes 
to reach the playground.”

Patterns, relationships, and change 
(building blocks of algebra)— 
recognizing (seeing the relationships 
that make up a pattern) and/or creat-
ing repetitions of objects, events, 
colors, lines, textures, and sounds; 

understanding that things change 
over time and that change can be 
described using math words.

•  “Marcus has stripes on his shirt—
white, blue, white, blue, white 
blue.”

•  “I put the blocks in the bucket, you 
dump them out. I put the blocks 
back in the bucket, you dump them 
out!”

•  “Our plant looks taller today. I think 
it grew overnight.”

Collecting and organizing informa-
tion (data collection and analysis)—
gathering, sorting, classifying, and 
analyzing information to help make 
sense of what is happening in the 
environment.

•  “You put the big lid on the big pot 
and the small lid on the small pot.”

•  “You always smile when your mom 
sings to you!”

•  “Let’s put the dolls in the basket 
and the balls in the box.”

Involving families

 Families play an important role in 
helping infants and toddlers learn 
about math. They are their children’s 
first teachers. As you become more 
aware of and intentional about talking
math throughout the day, share your 
knowledge with families and ask them
what math they see happening at home. 
If needed, help them identify opportu-
nities during their daily routines and 
experiences to talk math with their 
children. For example, diapering, meal 
and bath times, walks around the 
neighborhood, and shopping trips are 
ideal times to count, point out shapes 
and sizes, talk about patterns, and de-
scribe how things are the same and dif-
ferent. Encourage families to use their 
home language. When families speak in 
their home language, they strengthen 
their relationships with their children 
and are more likely to have meaningful 
conversations using rich, descriptive 
words (Office of Head Start 2008).
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Putting it together

 Math is all around us. There are 
countless opportunities during the 
day for children to hear new math 
words and deepen their understand-
ing of math concepts. The more we 
talk math and share our enjoyment of 
the experience with infants and tod-
dlers, the better chance they have to 
build a positive attitude toward math 
learning and learning in general.

Think abouT iT
•  Reflect on your daily routines and activities. 
Identify the math-related content, skills, and 
language involved.
•  Reflect on your own feelings about math. 
 This last point is especially important. If 
your experiences with math were not so great, 
you may unintentionally avoid focusing on 
math with young children. If this is the case, 
you may have to exert extra effort to ensure 
you provide children with many opportunities 
to explore math.

Try iT
•  Identify opportunities during your program’s 
daily routines and experiences when you 
might use math talk.
•  Observe a coteacher or colleague for a 
period of time, and note when she uses math 
talk and what words she uses. Then ask her 
to observe you so that you have a sense of 
what you’re already doing and what you might 
improve.
•  Make a list of math talk words and phrases. 
Post some on the walls to help you notice 
math talk opportunities. Rotate the words and 
phrases so they stay fresh.
•  Plan a way to share with colleagues and 
families what you’ve learned about math talk 
and play. You can learn much more about 
math talk and strategies by doing this! 
 All gone, more, empty, full, and many more 
math words you use will enrich the everyday 
math experiences that infants and toddlers 
enjoy. You will be surprised at how much they 
know and can learn. Your math talk today can 
help the young children in your care get ready 
to be successful in math as they get older.
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Rocking & Rolling is written by infant/
toddler specialists and contributed by 
ZERO TO THREE, a nonprofit organi-
zation working to promote the health 
and development of infants and tod-
dlers by translating research and knowl-
edge into a range of practical tools and 
resources for use by the adults who 
influence the lives of young children. 
The column appears in January, May, 
and September issues of Young Chil-
dren and in an online archive at www.
naeyc.org/yc/columns.
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