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15 WAYS TO TEACH
MATHS WITH 
COUNTERS
A practical Year 1–6 guide to counting, calculation, 
fractions, ratio, probability and algebra.

 ●  ●  ●  ●  ●  ●● 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
For each activity, set out the counters, ask the question before 
demonstrating, and give the child time to move the counters themselves. 
Then use the ‘Go further’ prompt to deepen the thinking.

Watch the full demonstration: youtu.be/dIIvKMDX1_I
SCAN TO WATCH

You need: a small collection of counters in at least two colours, a clear workspace and plenty of 
mathematical talk.

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
https://youtu.be/dIIvKMDX1_I
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EARLY NUMBER • YEARS 1–2

Counting, comparing and number bonds
The first goal is not simply obtaining an answer: it is helping children see how numbers are composed and 
related.

1. Count accurately
SET UP  Scatter 8 counters.
ASK  How many can you see? How can you make sure none is counted twice?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Move each counter into a line as it is counted. Spread them out again and establish 
that the quantity has not changed.
GO FURTHER  Show 8 in a different arrangement. Which arrangement makes 8 easiest to recognise?

2. Compare quantities
SET UP  Place 7 red counters beside 5 blue counters.
ASK  Which colour has more? Can you prove it without counting both groups again?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Pair one red with one blue. The unpaired counters show that 7 is 2 more than 5.
GO FURTHER  What must change to make the groups equal? Explore ‘2 more’ and ‘difference of 2’ 
together.

3. Build fact families
SET UP  Make 10 using 6 red and 4 blue counters.
ASK  Which addition and subtraction facts can you see?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Record 6 + 4 = 10, 4 + 6 = 10, 10 − 6 = 4 and 10 − 4 = 6.
GO FURTHER  Move one counter from one colour group to the other. What changes? What stays the 
same?

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
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CALCULATION • YEARS 1–4

Operations, arrays and division
Counters turn calculation signs into actions: combine, remove, group, share and compare.

4. Bridge through ten
SET UP  Begin with 7 red counters and add 5 blue.
ASK  How can we find the total without counting from one?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Move 3 blue counters beside the 7 to complete 10. Then 7 + 5 becomes 10 + 2.
GO FURTHER  Model 8 + 6, 9 + 7 and then the related subtraction facts.

5. Spot odd and even numbers
SET UP  Set out 11 counters.
ASK  Can every counter find a partner?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Pair the counters. One left over means 11 is odd; adding one completes a new pair 
and makes 12 even.
GO FURTHER  How can you know that 101 is odd without pairing 101 counters?

6. Make multiplication arrays
SET UP  Arrange 12 counters in 3 rows of 4.
ASK  How can you find the total without counting each counter?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Connect 4 + 4 + 4, 3 × 4 and 4 × 3. Rotate the array to show that the product remains 
12.
GO FURTHER  Find every rectangular array for 12. What do the side lengths tell you?

7. Share and interpret remainders
SET UP  Share 17 counters equally into 4 groups.
ASK  How many are in each group? What happens to the counter left over?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Show 17 ÷ 4 = 4 remainder 1.
GO FURTHER  Compare 17 biscuits shared between 4 children with 17 children travelling in cars 
holding 4. Does the remainder mean the same thing?

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
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STRUCTURE • YEARS 3–6

Factors, primes and fractions
Let children construct the model before introducing a rule. The mathematical language can then describe 
something they already understand.

8. Discover factors and primes
SET UP  Use all 18 counters to build rectangular arrays.
ASK  Which rectangles are possible?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  The side lengths reveal the factor pairs: 1 × 18, 2 × 9 and 3 × 6.
GO FURTHER  Try 17 counters. Why is only a 1 × 17 array possible? Compare other numbers from 10 to 
30.

9. Find a fraction of a quantity
SET UP  Set out 12 counters.
ASK  How can you find one-third of 12 without writing a calculation?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Divide the counters into 3 equal groups. One group contains 4, so one-third of 12 is 
4.
GO FURTHER  Find two-thirds of 12 and three-quarters of 12. Which number tells us how many equal 
groups to make?

10. See equivalent fractions
SET UP  Use 12 counters: 6 red and 6 blue.
ASK  What fraction is red? How else can the same proportion be described?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Rearrange to show 1/2 = 2/4 = 3/6 = 6/12.
GO FURTHER  Explain why the fraction names change even though the proportion does not.

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
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FRACTIONS AND PROPORTION • YEARS 4–6

Combining fractions and reasoning with ratio
Keep returning to the whole: What does one counter represent? How many equal parts make the complete 
set?

11. Add fractions with a common denominator
SET UP  Use 12 counters. Identify 3 counters as one-quarter and another 6 as two-quarters.
ASK  What fraction does the combined group represent?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Combine the groups to show 1/4 + 2/4 = 3/4. The parts remain quarters, so the 
denominator stays 4.
GO FURTHER  Why are the numerators combined while the denominator is unchanged?

12. Build and scale a ratio
SET UP  Make a batch of 2 red counters and 3 blue counters.
ASK  What is the ratio of red to blue? What happens if the whole batch is doubled?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Repeat the batch to generate 2:3, 4:6 and 6:9. Each equivalent ratio preserves the 
same multiplicative relationship.
GO FURTHER  If there are 10 red counters, how many are blue? If there are 25 altogether, how many 
are red?

COMMON RATIO TRAP

In a red-to-blue ratio of 2:3, red counters are not 2/3 of the whole. There are 5 parts altogether, so the 
red fraction is 2/5.

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
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CHANCE AND GENERALISATION • YEARS 5–6

Probability, patterns and algebra
At this stage counters become a model for relationships, not merely individual objects to count.

13. Explore theoretical and experimental probability
SET UP  Place 3 red, 2 blue and 1 yellow counter in an opaque bag.
ASK  Which colour is most likely? What is P(blue)?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  There are 2 blue outcomes out of 6 equally likely counters, so P(blue) = 2/6 = 1/3.
GO FURTHER  Draw and replace a counter 10 times. Why might the results differ from 1/3? Would 
1,000 trials usually be more reliable?

14. Generalise a sequence
SET UP  Build terms containing 2, 5, 8 and 11 counters.
ASK  What changes each time? How many counters will be in the next term?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Each term increases by 3. Numbering the terms helps reveal the nth-term rule 3n − 
1.
GO FURTHER  Test the rule for the 4th and 10th terms. Can you work backwards from 29 counters to 
find the term number?

15. Make an equation visible
SET UP  Use 3 identical cups or hidden groups plus 2 loose counters to represent a total of 14.
ASK  If 3x + 2 = 14, what should we remove first?
MAKE IT VISIBLE  Remove 2, leaving 12 shared equally across 3 groups. Each group contains 4, so x = 
4. Check: 3(4) + 2 = 14.
GO FURTHER  Try 2x + 3 = 15. Ask the child to explain why each operation keeps the equation 
balanced.

https://www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk/
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FINAL CHALLENGE • YEARS 5–6

How much maths can one arrangement reveal?
Set out 20 counters: 8 red and 12 blue. Ask the five questions before showing the answers.

QUESTION ANSWER

What fraction of the counters is red? 8/20 = 2/5

What fraction is blue? 12/20 = 3/5

What is the simplest ratio of red to blue? 8:12 = 2:3

What is the probability of choosing red? P(red) = 2/5

What percentage of the counters is red? 40%

    ●●●●     ●●●●       ●●●●●●      ●●●●●● 

THE HABIT THAT MAKES COUNTERS POWERFUL
Don’t move every counter for the child. Ask them to build, predict, explain 
and then record. The concrete model is most valuable when it leads to 
spoken reasoning and, finally, a mathematical symbol or equation.

Watch the complete video demonstration at youtu.be/dIIvKMDX1_I

WATCH & SHARE

www.mrsoshtutors.co.uk
@MrsOshTutors on Instagram, Facebook and YouTube
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