Subitizing at a Glance

What Is Subtizing?

Subitizing, like counting, helps us
answer the question “how many?”
Subitizing is different because it
involves knowing “how many”
without counting each item in a set.

“Subitize” means “suddenly.” People
“just see” or “just hear” exactly

how many. Children perceive small
quantities even before they learn
number words. Many scientists view
subitizing as an unlearned, intuitive
ability in humans and other animals,
and find that—in the most basic
sense—subitizing is limited to small
quantities, like one, two, three, and
maybe four items. Other researchers
and educators define perceptual
subitizing as learning to assign
number words to these intuitive
quantities. They define conceptual
subitizing, such as “seeing” six in two
groups of three, as a way to quantify
larger quantities.

Why Is Learning About

Subitizing Important?

Subitizing is an important and often
neglected foundation in math for two
reasons:
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First, teachers’ awareness of this
intuitive ability helps them appreciate
that all children are mathematical
thinkers. Why? Because subitizing

is the first way children experience
quantities—from birth.

Second, many math skills build on
children’s ability to subitize. Even
counting skills benefit from children
developing perceptual subitizing
early. Conceptual subitizing is

one important way to understand
addition.

What Do Children
Need to Know About

Subitizing?

To build perceptual subitizing skills,
children need to be able to connect
their intuitive perception of specific
small quantities to corresponding
number words.

To extend perceptual subitizing to build
conceptual subitizing, children need to
be able to:

« Recognize larger quantities by seeing
the smaller sets that make them up,
and

+ Quickly and implicitly combine the
sets together into one quantity.
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How Can We Help Children Learn Subitizing?
Talk About Subitizing Throughout the Day

Describe sets or groups of objects in the child’s world. Link specific number
words to specific quantities, starting small and slowly building up to larger
numbers.

Ideas for Exploring Subitizing During:

Centers/Small Groups

Cookie Game: Children roll a die, see what number appears, and place that many
chips on a pretend cookie. Although they might count, many children, especially
with encouragement, will subitize the dice patterns.

Math Moments

Counting Clean-Up: Teachers intentionally use number words when making
requests. For example, instead of saying, “Please put the rest of those blocks
away,” say, “Please put those three blocks away.”

Subitizing Practice

The teacher rolls a die and immediately hides it, and then asks children to Think-
Pair-Share to tell each other the number they saw. As an extension, the teacher
shows three or more groups, with only one of a different number than the
others, for just two seconds and asks children which group is not like the others.
Again, children Think-Pair-Share to tell each other which group was different.

How Can We Support Learning About
Subitizing at Home?
Teachers encourage parents to
use number words meaningfully
when describing or asking

for something at home. This
gives children opportunities to
associate specific number words
with corresponding quantities.

I can just tell
there are 3!
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