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INTRODUCTION 

The Foundation Phase CAPS document (DBE, 2011a) indicates that learners need to “exit the Foundation 

Phase with a secure number sense and operational fluency” (p. 8). The document states that number sense 

includes understanding the meaning of, and relationship between, different kinds of numbers; the relative 

size of different numbers; being able to represent numbers in various ways; and the effect of operating with 

numbers. In the Intermediate Phase this development of number sense and operational fluency should 

continue, with the number range, kinds of numbers, and calculation techniques all being extended. 

Estimation and the checking of solutions can also be included in the Intermediate Phase. The aim is for a 

child with number sense to have the ability to work flexibly with numbers, observe patterns and relationships 

and make connections to what they already know, as well as to make generalisations about patterns and 

processes (Anghileri, 2006). Both the Foundation Phase and Intermediate Phase CAPS documents (DBE, 

2011a; 2011b) advocate that teachers spend at least 10 minutes of each maths lesson on mental mathematics. 

In this article I share a variety of number sense activities that can be used to complement the drilling of 

bonds and tables. The activities described each take between 10 and 20 minutes and are tailor made for 

developing number sense in Foundation and Intermediate Phase learners. 

NUMBER SENSE CALL OUT 

These two activities are flexible in that they allow you to select the operations and number range appropriate 

to your learners’ needs. You can either use dice to randomly generate numbers, or you can have a bag of 

number cards (e.g. 10 to 50; 30 to 100) that you can dip into for a random number. If you use numbers in a 

larger number range then you can include some of the subtraction and counting backwards options which 

are difficult to do if the number range is too small.  

Activity 1 (Duration 5 to 10 minutes) 

Roll either one or two dice to generate a random number, or alternatively select a number from a bag of 

number cards. Now select one or two of the following options as the focus for the day’s session:  

 What number comes after? What number comes before? 

 What number is 10 more? 

 Skip count in 2s, 3s, 5s, 10s from the number rolled. 

 Add 20, 50, 100 to the number. 

 Double the number and then subtract 1. 

 Multiply by 2, by 10, by 100. 

 For bigger number ranges include ‘subtract 10 from the number’ and ‘count backwards from the 

number’. 
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Activity 2 (Duration 10 to 15 minutes)  

Roll two dice or select two numbers from a bag in the range 1 to 10. Now ask your learners the following 

series of questions: 

Possible questions 
Example: 

   

Example: 

7 and 6 

Add the two numbers together 10 13 

Double both numbers and add them together. 

Ask: “Could we have done this an easier way 
based on a previous answer?” 

Double 4 = 8 

Double 6 = 12 

8 + 12 = 20 

Double 7 = 14 

Double 6 = 12 

14 + 12 = 26 

What is the difference between the two 
numbers? 

2 (6 – 4) 1 (7 – 6) 

Add the two numbers together and halve the 
result. 

5 6.5 or 6½  

Multiply the two numbers and add 10. 

Multiply the two numbers and multiply by 10. 

(4 × 6) + 10 = 34 

(4 × 6) × 10 = 240 

(7 × 6) + 10 = 52 

(7 × 6) × 10 = 420 

Draw an array to show the result of multiplying 
the two numbers. 

  

What are the missing numbers between the two 
digits? 

5 There are none 
missing 

Make a fraction using the smaller digit as the 
numerator. 

Ask: “Can this be simplified?” 

4
6   →  2 3   

(Yes, it can) 

6
7   

(No, it can’t) 

 

NUMBER SENSE COMBINATIONS 

These activities have been adapted from an idea suggested by Mike Askew (2009). They can be adapted to 

work for learners from Grade 1 right up to high school. A grid of 12 or 15 numbers is presented, and 

learners, working either alone or in pairs, have to come up with combinations of numbers that equal a 

specific target number. Choose a grid that is appropriate for your learners and either write it on the board 

or project it so that the whole class can see it. Instruct your learners to look for, and write down, as many 

combinations of numbers as they can find to get to the target number. Provide an example to illustrate what 

you mean. Here is an example of a grid:  
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After 10 minutes, gather contributions from learners and write them on the board. As you write these up, 

try not to judge if the contribution is right or wrong – make it clear that the class must follow and check to 

see if contributions are accurate. Learners can tick off combinations that they have written down, and can 

suggest combinations that haven’t yet been captured on the board. 

To begin with, learners should find combinations of two numbers to get to the target number. As they 

become more proficient, challenge them to find combinations of more than two numbers to get to the target 

number. Here is a selection of grids that work for both Foundation Phase and Intermediate Phase learners. 

Each grid has been carefully chosen so as to allow learners to work with different aspects of number. 

How many combinations can you find 

that add up to 10? 

1 6 3 5 

8 7 4 2 

5 2 3 9 

Example: 5 + 5 = 10 

 Grade suitability: Grades 1 & 2 

 Target number: 10 

 Operation: Addition 

 Number sense aspects: Bonds to 10; 

numbers that make 10 

How many combinations can you find 

that add up to 20? 

3 12 14 2 

6 4 13 18 

8 7 10 16 

Example: 12 + 8 = 20 

 Grade suitability: Grades 2 & 3 

 Target number: 20 

 Operation: Addition 

 Number sense aspects: Numbers that 

make 20 

How many combinations can you find 

that add up to 24? 

12 5 2 6 

14 12 20 7 

4 15 10 18 

Example: 12 + 12 = 24 

 Grade suitability: Grades 2 – 5 

 Target number: 24 

 Operation: Addition 

 Number sense aspects: Numbers that 

make 10 and 20; adding 10 to a number; 

doubling  

How many combinations can you find 

to make 70? 

26 10 17 2 75 

42 20 35 4 90 

14 15 18 5 84 

Example: 15 + 35 + 20 = 70 

 Grade suitability: Grades 3 – 7 

 Target number: 70 

 Operations: Addition & Subtraction 

 Number sense aspects: Doubling; numbers 

that make 10 and 20; adding 10 to a number; 

basic multiplication facts; combining 

operations of addition and subtraction 
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How many combinations can you find to 

make 90? 

16 20 18 108 2 

43 10 120 45 4 

24 15 27 100 5 

Example: 15 + 45 + 20 + 10 = 90 

 Grade suitability: Grades 3 – 7 

 Target number: 90 

 Operations: Addition & Subtraction 

 Number sense aspects: Doubling; 

numbers that make 10 and 20; adding 10 

to a number; basic multiplication facts; 

combining operations of addition and 

subtraction 

How many combinations can you find to 

make 70? 

26 10 17 2 

42 20 35 4 

14 15 18 5 

Example: 10 × 5 + 20 = 70 

 Grade suitability: Grades 3 – 7 

 Target number: 70 

 Operations: Addition & Multiplication 

 Number sense aspects: Doubling; 

numbers that make 10 and 20; adding 10 

to a number; basic multiplication facts; 

combining operations of addition and 

multiplication 

In addition to these grids, try to make up some of your own. Be careful that you choose sensible numbers 

for the grid based on your target number and chosen combination of operations.  

ADD AND SUBTRACT 10S GAME 

The final activity is a fun game to help Foundation Phase learners develop fluency in adding and subtracting 

tens. Learners can work either in pairs or small groups. Each pair/group will need a copy of the game board 

shown on the next page along with a die. Each learner will also need a coloured counter. It is also a good 

idea to provide each group with a 100 grid for reference when resolving disputes or working out harder 

questions. To play: 

 Learners take turns to roll a die. 

 The player who rolled the die moves the number of spaces indicated on the die. 

 The player then reads aloud the calculation they landed on and attempts to answer it. 

 The rest of the group must check the answer. 

 If there is agreement, the player stays where they landed on the board. If the answer is incorrect 

then the player must move back 2 spaces. 

 The first player to reach the END scores 5 points, while everyone else gets 1 point. 

 Play again until one player reaches 12 points (or 6 points for a quicker game). 
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