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Mathematics Key Learning in Nursery 
 

In Nursery, the children start to develop their foundation in early number and shape to build on throughout 

the rest of their time at our school and beyond. 

Helping your child to develop these important early foundations will have a significant impact on their 

mathematical ability in years to come.  The Areas identified below are key mathematical concepts that your 

child will be working on during their time in Nursery and included are a range of activities you can complete at 

home to support them in their learning. 

 

Subitise 

(up to 3) 

         Recognise ‘how many’ without the need to count. 

 

 

How I can help my child to subitise: 

1) Play any board games that use a dice.  Our ability to know the amount on a dice is our ability to 

subitise. 

2) Play games which involve quickly revealing and hiding numbers of objects (focus on numbers up to 3).  

3) Put objects into random patterns and cover them with a cloth.  Reveal the objects and then recover 

quickly.  Ask your child to recall how many they could see (focus on numbers up to 3 initially) 

Recite numbers passed 

5.  

   

 

How I can help my child to count beyond 5. 

1) Play lots of games like hide and seek and count down for a rocket launch. 

2) Count both forwards and backwards in lots of different contexts and play situations. 
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Say 1 number 

for each item 

in order: 

1,2,3,4,5 

Know that the 

last number 

spoken is 

how many 

there are. 

  

 

How I can help my child to count: 

1) Count steps as you climb them or lamp posts as you pass them. 

2) Put objects on the table and get your child to count them. 

3) Repeat at the end of counting, how many there are. e.g. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 there are 5 buttons. 

4) Say how many you think there are or how many you need to give a purpose to the counting. E.g. We 

need 4 plates for lunch today.  Let’s count them to check we have the right amount for our family. 

5) Ask your child to give you a certain number of items.  E.g. please can you pass me 5 spoons from the 

drawer. 

Again count 1,2,3,4,5 and repeat ‘there are 5 spoons’. 

6) Sing counting songs and say number rhymes together. e.g. 5 green speckled frogs, 5 little ducks. 

7) Play games which involve counting spaces. 

 

Show finger 

numbers up to 5 

   

 

How I can help my child to show finger numbers up to 5: 

1) When your child counts, ask them to show you the final number on their fingers. 

2) “Please can you collect me 3 spoons?  Can you show me 3 on your fingers before you collect them?” 
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Link the number 

symbol with its 

value 

 

 

How I can help my child to link number symbols to their values: 

1) Play snap or pairs with cards that have a mixture of dot arrangements and numerals 

2) Use dominoes with a mixture of numerals and patterns so that children have to match the two 

together. 

3) Draw dot patterns on cards and ask your child to match them up to the correct numeral. 

Experiment with mark 

making, symbols and 

writing numerals 

 

                

 

How I can help my child to experiment with mark making and writing numerals. 

1) Be enthusiastic when your child shows you any type of recording they have completed. 

2) If your child is starting to take a keen interest in writing numerals, help them to form them correctly 

(as shown above). It is much easier to help your child form them correctly from the start than it is to 

try to fix incorrectly drawn numerals later down the line. 

 

Solve real life problems 

using numbers up to 5. 

 

I have lit one of your candles.  How many more do 

I need to light? 
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How I can help my child solve real life problems using numbers up to 5. 

1) Talk about number in everyday life. 

2) Encourage your child to solve simple problems in every day life using numbers to 5. 

3) “There are usually 4 of us but today grandma is coming for lunch.  How many people will be sat 

around our table today?” 

Compare numbers 

 

 

 

How I can help my child to compare numbers. 

1) Provide groups of items for your child to compare. 

2) Use vocabulary such as ‘more than’ and ‘fewer than”.  

3) Encourage your child to use these words as well.  

4) Compare objects in every day life.  ‘Who has got the most crayons, you or mummy?’ 

 

Talk about and explore 

2D and 3D shapes 

Select appropriate 

shapes. 
              

 

How I can help my child to investigate with shape. 

1) Play with shape sorters and puzzles. 

2) Play with different shaped building blocks to create structures. 

3) Make a picture using building blocks and ask your child to make one that matches. 

4) Talk about shapes when you are playing: “can you add an arch to your tower?” 

5) Can you find a shape the same as mine? 
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Understand position 

       

 

How I can help my child to understand position. 

1) Talk to your child about where things are. 

2) Give them instructions to follow.  “Please can you put the teddy on top of the box?” 

 

Understand routes and 

locations 

       

 

How I can help my child to understand position. 

1) Talk to your child about things that they pass on simple routes. E.g. to school or the local shop. 

2) Build roads and train tracks and place objects along the route.  Talk about what the car or train passes 

as it travels. 

3) “The train has stopped at the signal which is next to the shop.” 

 

Compare size, length, 

weight and capacity 

    

 

How I can help my child to compare length, weight and capacity. 

1) In the bath, provide lots of different sized pots to compare how much water they hold? 

Which pot do you think will hold the most water? 

2) Can you make your playdough ball bigger? 

3) Can you make your piece of playdough longer than mine? 
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See shapes inside other 

shapes  

 

 

How I can help my child to see shapes inside other shapes. 

1) If you have flat 2D shapes make pictures out of them.  Can your child make a house using different 

shaped pieces? 

2) Print tangram shapes https://filefolderfun.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/TangramPack.pdf and 

make pictures from them by completing the puzzles. 

 

 

Spot patterns 

 

  

 

How I can help my child to spot patterns. 

1) Talk about the patterns you see around you and describe them. 

2) “Can you see the spotty pattern on that cup?” 

3) I like that stripy blue and green rug.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://filefolderfun.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/TangramPack.pdf
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Make and continue 

repeating patterns 

 

Notice and correct an 

error in a pattern. 

  

     

 

 

How I can help my child to see make and continue repeating patterns. 

1) Make simple patterns using 2 different objects. E.g. leaf, flower, leaf, flower etc. 

2) Make a pattern and continue it incorrectly.  Can your child ‘fix it’? 

 

Begin to describe a 

sequence of events. 

  

 

How I can help my child to describe events. 

1) Use language such as “first”, “then”, “next”, “later on” 

2) Start to talk about days and time such as this afternoon, on Wednesday, later on today. 


