
 

 
 

Welcome fellow Recovering Traditionalists to Episode 75.  Today we 
are taking a look at how Counting is a Substitute for Sense Making. 

 
Welcome to Build Math Minds the podcast, where fidelity to your 
students is greater than fidelity to your textbook. I'm your host, 
Christina Tondevold, the recovering traditionalist and 
BuildMathMinds.com Founder, where my mission is to change the 
way we teach elementary math to our kiddos. Are you ready to start 
building math minds and not just creating calculators? Let's get 
started. 

  
 

“To encourage counting can actually interfere with the construction of 
number in that it is a rote process that may be devoid of any mathematical meaning.” 
 
When I read that sentence on page 15 of the book Coming to Know Number by Wheatley & Reynolds, my first 
instinct was to slam the book shut.  My shoulders immediately clenched up and I thought ‘How in the world can they 
say that!?!?  Counting and our number system is the basis for all mathematical ideas.’ 
 
Luckily my eyes move faster than my brain sometimes and I was already seeing the words that were coming next 
even though my mind was still back thinking about how wrong the authors were.  As my eyes kept reading and my 
brain slowly followed, my shoulders started to relax because what came next made perfect sense. 
 
“This is not to say that counting cannot be meaningful but that for many students it becomes a substitute for sense 
making. 

We are suggesting that a collections approach to numbers can be more effective than attempting to build 
mathematics on counting.  Students will always count and it is a useful procedure.  However, students who rely 
heavily on counting in computing and problem solving may not be constructing essential mathematical relationships 
necessary for success in more demanding mathematics tasks.” 
 
We’ve all seen it.  Kids know counting works, so they use it to help them get correct answers.  If you’ve ever spent 
time trying to help kids get past counting as a strategy to solve problems you’ve seen how entrenched they are into 
counting.  
 
But counting is important, it is a foundation that kids need.  However, we try to jump straight from ‘counting’ into 
‘strategies’, but if kids have not worked in ‘collections’ then they won’t understand those strategies.  
 
Working with collections is about helping kids see groupings.  Now it’s a lot more complex than that, but that’s the 
general idea.  You need to move kids away from seeing quantities as one-by-one-by-one and into helping them see 
quantities as groups and then looking at the relationships between those. 
 
If you’d like to learn more about how to help kiddos do that, then go get the book Coming to Know Number.  I’ll link 
to it over at buildmathminds.com/75.  The book is actually out of print but you can find it on reseller websites and I’m 
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linking to where you can get the ebook on an Apple device.  Again come over to buildmathminds.com/75 for the link 
and on that page I’m also going to link to a Building Math Fluency Video Series that I’m putting out that will help give 
you information about how to help kids get past the counting and into collections and relationships.  This free series 
walks you through what math fluency entails (it’s not counting and it’s not memorization), activities you can do to 
build it for our students, videos of students with math fluency so you can see it in action, and a video that will be 
released later this week is all about the importance of visuals and in that video you’ll see where this idea of 
collections pops up again.  I hope to see you over at the video series.  I’ve also got a  Building Math Fluency Starter 
Kit that accompanies this series that you can get. 
 
Stay safe and stay healthy. 
 
These episodes are sponsored by the online trainings that I do for elementary educators.  I have online number 
sense courses that thousands of teachers have gone through.  Number Sense 101 is for Prek-2nd grade educators 
and Number Sense 201 is for 3rd-5th grade educators.  These courses help you understand the foundation of 
number sense, how it impacts students’ ability to become fluent in mathematics, and how to help your students build 
their number sense.  Registration for the courses will be opening soon.  Go to buildmathminds.com/enroll to learn 
more about each course. 
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