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Math Moments that Matter
Kindergarten: Place Value Foundations
Kindergartners work with the numbers 11–19 to understand that each is one ten and some 
ones (e.g., 14 is one ten and four ones). This big idea launches base-ten thinking and 
prepares students for adding, subtracting, and working with larger numbers in 1st grade.

Students see the numbers from 11 to 19 as 10 ones and some more ones. Students may use 
fingers and ten-frames to represent these numbers, with more emphasis on the ten-frame as the 
year progresses. As students represent these numbers, they will fill a ten-frame and show some 
more ones. Students may show these ones in different ways.
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Talking and Listening in Math
When students explore teen numbers, they are also practicing critical math communication skills. 
Discussing numbers helps them explain their thinking, listen to others, and learn new ways 
to show ideas.

Students practice these skills when working with place value:
•	 Explain how teen numbers are made from a ten and ones;
•	 Listen to classmates describe different ways to show numbers;
•	 Show numbers with drawings, words, or math tools (like base ten blocks, or ten frames).
•	 Use math language: “I see a ten and       ones.”
•	 Justify: “It’s 15 because I have a full ten-frame and five more.”

Talking, showing, and listening help students make sense of the meaning of numbers.

EXAMPLE: Linking cubes

14
EXAMPLE: Ten-frames

14



2

What You Might See in the Classroom

Students are using counters, connecting 
cubes, drawings, or number lines to show 
joining and separating quantities.

Teachers asking:
•	 “How do you know that 9 and 6 make 15?”
•	 “Can you show it another way?”
•	 “What does the equation tell us?”

Students sharing their models, strategies, 
and thinking with partners.

Students drawing pictures or building with 
tools to represent equations like 7 + 8 = 15 
or 15 – 8 = 7.

Quick partner talks where students 
explain which operation makes sense in a 
story problem.

Students connecting equations to word 
problems and explaining how addition and 
subtraction are related.

What You Can Do at Home

Use small objects: “You have 8 crackers. If I 
give you 4 more, how many will you have?”

Ask: “How did you figure that out?” or “Can 
you show me another way to make 12?”

Play: “Let’s make 20 in as many ways as we 
can—how many combinations can you find?”

Encourage your student to explain 
their thinking: “Tell me how you 
knew that 8 and 7 make 15.”

Tell stories with math: “You had 
16 blocks and used 3 to build a 
tower. How many are left?”

Talk it out: “If 9 + 6 = 15, what subtraction 
equation could match it?” (e.g., 15 - 6 = 9)

Make it a Math Moment! 
When students explain that teen numbers are a ten and some ones, they’re building the 
language and structure of place value that powers all later math.
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