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Introducing the Ten Frame
Teachers may want to use the ten frame cards as flash cards to introduce the ten frame. It is 
important that all students respond to each question each time, so provide them with number cards 
(0-9) or individual white boards on which to write. 

Here is a sample dialogue for introducing the ten frame to primary students. It can easily be adapted 
and delivered at a faster pace for older students.

Hold up the card with one filled-in square. 

Teacher: Look at this card. Using your number cards (or white boards), show me 
how many black squares you see. 

Students should show the number 1. 

Teacher: Now look at the first column. How many empty squares are there?

Students should show the number 4.

Teacher: So, if there are four empty squares and one black square, how many 
squares does that make all together? 

Students should show the number 5.

Teacher: Now look at the next column (use another card to cover up the first 
column, so only the second column is showing). How many squares are in the 
second column? 

Students should show the number 5.
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Teacher: How did you know that? (allow time for student responses) 

Now for the challenge question. If there are five squares in the first column 
and five squares in the second column, then how many squares are there all 
together?

Students should show the number 10.

Teacher: How did you figure that out without counting? (allow time for student 
responses)

Now hold up the card with three filled-in squares. 

Teacher: Show me how many black squares you see. 

Students should show the number 3.

Teacher: How many more black squares would you have to add to make five 
black squares? 

Students should show the number 2.

Teacher: How do you know that? (allow time for student responses) 

How many black squares do I need to add to make ten?

Students should show the number 7.

Teacher: How did you figure it out? (allow time for student responses) 

Did anyone do it without counting by ones? How else did you figure it out?

Now try the cards with two and then four filled-in squares. 

Each time ask, 
• How many more do I need to make five? 
• How many more do I need to make ten? 

Also ask the students to share their reasoning. How did they figure out how 
many? Respond with, Who did it a different way? 
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As each card is shown, watch the children carefully to see who is counting, who is already 
anticipating the question before you ask it, and who is looking to their neighbor for the response. 
Each time, highlight the different reasoning the children share.

Now use the cards from six to ten filled-in squares. Mix up the order a little, but start with six first. 

Teacher: How many black squares do you see?

Students should show the number 6.

Teacher: How many more to make ten?

Students should show the number 4.

Teacher: How many more than five are there? 

If students are confused by the question restate it. 

Teacher: I want to know how many more that five there are. Here are the five. 

Take another ten frame card to cover the second column, showing only the five 
black squares in the first column. Then, cover the first column, showing only the 
one filled-in square in the second column. 

Teacher: Now here are the rest of the black squares. How many more black 
squares are there?

Students should show the number 1.

Teacher: So, six is one more than five. 

Now follow the same procedure for the other numbers, asking how many more to make ten and how 
many more than five there are. 

After the students understand how to respond using their 0-9 cards or white boards and how the 
numbers 1-10 work, introduce the cards from 11-20. Start with twelve.

Teacher: I am going to show you a card for only three seconds and I want you to 
tell me how many black squares you see. 

Flash the card and then put it down. 
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Teacher: Show me how many black squares you saw. 

Students should show the number 12.

Teacher: How did you know that? Since I didn’t give you enough time to count 
the black squares, what did you do? 

How many black squares would I have to add to have fifteen? 

How did you figure that out? 

How many columns do I need for fifteen? 

How many black squares would there be if all the squares were filled in?

Continue with the rest of the cards, asking, How many black squares do you see? How many more 
to make fifteen? or How many more than fifteen are there? How many more to make twenty?

The following are sample questions for the 1-20 cards after the children have been introduced to all 
of them. Mix them up and add some of your own. Do one or two questions for each card. 

• How many black squares do you see?
• How many more black squares to make five?
• How many more black squares to make ten?
• How many more black squares to make fifteen?
• How many more black squares to make twenty?
• How many more black squares to make thirty (or fifty, or one hundred, or any
• other number you choose)?
• How many more than five are there?
• How many more than ten are there?
• How many more than fifteen are there?
• Is the frame closer to being empty or full?
• Is this number closer to 10 or 20?
• How many would there be if I took ____ away? Do this for counting back 1,2, and 3
• from any of the cards.
• How many would there be if I added _____ black squares? Do this for counting on 1,
• 2, or 3 to any of the cards.
• How many would there be if I added 10 black squares?
• How many more do I need to add to make ____?
• How many less than 20 are there?
• How many less than 15 are there?
• How many less than 10 are there?
• What if I added 21 black squares? How many would there be? Change the number added

to whatever the children can do. Make some problems easy and some more challenging, to
reach all ability levels.



Suggestions for incorporating addition fluency activities into the classroom:

• The human hands form a wonderful built-in ten frame. Begin by asking students to just show you
the numbers. Be sure that they fill up one hand before showing fingers on the other hand. This
will mimic the ten frame.

• For primary students, make large ten frames on the floor with tape or yarn. Use markers or paper
squares to represent the numbers. Follow the same progression as in the software. Begin with
one ten frame when learning to recognize numbers on the ten frame and to find the partners
for ten. Add a second ten frame to show addition and to represent numbers up to 20. Be sure
to allow ample time for all students to share how they arrived at their solution. Asking several
students to express the same ideas in their own words strengthens the learning for all.

• Individual double ten frame work mats allow students to have a hands-on approach to show
adding strategies. Use small counters or cubes to represent the numbers. Allow students to
place the markers on the ten frames. Remember to have all students share what they are thinking
and how they ‘know’ the answer.

• Flash cards showing each of the numbers on the ten frame can be used for both small and large
group instruction. These cards can be used to recognize the numbers, name the partner for ten,
and, by combining two cards, add or represent numbers between ten and twenty. Students can
show their responses on individual white boards.
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Strategy of the Month
Now that you have some background on how to introduce your students to the ten frame in the 
classroom, here is a simple three-step process which will effectively bring your students to 
fluency. 

1. Work with the model hands-on. This could be a large ten frame, work mats and counters, 
overhead projector, or using an LCD projector to project part of the game. Here is where the 
explanation of what is happening occurs. As much as possible, explanations by students, 
enhanced by the teacher, are most effective.

2. The next phase is to ask students to visualize the rearrangement without actually doing it. Here 
students look at the problem and mentally move the arrangements. Again, students sharing their 
reasoning and explanations are critical. Using individual white boards or a responder assures that 
the teacher and students are getting feedback about their solutions.

3. After students can successfully visualize using a visual model, begin transitioning to numerical 
forms. Break the transition down into steps.

4. The last step is to look at the problem written in symbols. When seeing the numbers, students 
can then apply the visualization to the abstract symbols. Discussion and sharing among students 
as to how they arrived at the solution is still important. 


