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BUILDING A STRONG
FOUNDATION: UNDERSTANDING
THE COMMON CORE STANDARDS
FOR KINDERGARTEN MATH

The  first  year  of  formal  schooling  is  a
period of tremendous cognitive growth.
For  many  parents  and  educators,  the
term “Common Core” can evoke a mix of
curiosity  and  concern.  However,  when

we  look  specifically  at  the  Common
Core  Standards  For  Kindergarten
Math,  we  find  a  carefully  designed
roadmap that focuses on building deep,
intuitive understanding rather than just
rote memorization. These standards are
not  about  pushing  five-year-olds  into
abstract  algebra;  they  are  about
establishing  number  sense,  spatial
awareness, and logical thinking through
hands-on exploration and play.
The  goal  of  these  kindergarten  math
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standards is to ensure that every child
enters  first  grade  with  a  solid,
conceptual  grasp of  foundational  math
ideas. This framework emphasizes what
students should understand and be able
to do,  focusing on critical thinking and
problem-solving  skills  that  will  serve
them for  a  lifetime.  Let’s  break  down
exactly what this looks like in a typical
kindergarten classroom and how parents
can  support  this  learning  journey  at
home.

THE CORE DOMAINS OF
KINDERGARTEN MATH

The  Common  Core  Standards  For
Kindergarten  Math  are  organized  into
two  primary  domains:  Counting  and
Cardinality,  and  Operations  and
Algebraic  Thinking.  A  third  critical

area  is  Number  and  Operations  in
Base Ten,  though it is very limited in
k i n d e r g a r t e n .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,
Measurement  and  Data  a n d
Geometry  round  out  the  complete
picture.  Understanding  these  domains
helps  everyone  involved  see  the
progression  of  skil ls.

Counting and
Cardinality: The
Heart of Number
Sense
This  domain  is  arguably  the  most
important  in  kindergarten.  It  moves



Common Core Standards For Kindergarten Math 3

3

beyond simply saying numbers in order
(rote  counting)  to  understanding  what
those  numbers  actually  mean.  The
standards  here  are  precise  and  build
sequentially.

Counting to 100 by ones and
tens: Children learn the sequence
of number names. This includes
the tricky transitions like moving
from 29 to 30.
Counting forward from a given
number: This skill is more
advanced than starting at one. It
tests a child’s understanding of the
number line and order.
Writing numbers from 0 to 20:
This connects the verbal name to a
written symbol.
Understanding the relationship

between numbers and
quantities: This is the core of
cardinality. A child must
understand that the last number
counted represents the total
number of objects in a set. For
example, counting five blocks and
then knowing that “five” tells how
many there are.
Counting to answer “how
many?”: This applies to objects
arranged in a line, a circle, or
scattered, progressing to counting
up to 20 objects.
Comparing numbers: Using
concepts like “greater than,” “less
than,” and “equal to” to compare
two groups of objects or two
written numbers between 1 and
10.
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This focus on cardinality and comparison
is  a  hallmark  of  the  Common  Core
Standards For Kindergarten Math. It
ensures  that  chi ldren  don’t  just
memorize a song but actually grasp that
numbers represent specific quantities.

OPERATIONS AND ALGEBRAIC
THINKING: THE BEGINNINGS OF
COMPUTATION

In  kindergarten,  "algebraic  thinking"  is
less about solving for x and more about
understanding  patterns  and  the  basic
bui ld ing  b locks  of  addit ion  and
subtraction.  The  focus  is  intensely  on
numbers 1 through 10.

Understanding
Addition and
Subtraction as
Putting Together
and Taking Apart
Children learn to represent addition and
subtraction with objects,  fingers,  mental
images,  drawings,  sounds  (like  claps),
act ing  out  s i tuat ions,  or  verbal
explanations.  The  key  words  are
“putting  together”  and  “taking
from.”
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Fluently adding and
subtracting within 5: This is a
major goal by the end of the year.
“Fluently” means accurately and
efficiently, without relying on
counting fingers for every
problem.
Solving word problems:
Children learn to solve addition
and subtraction word problems
within 10 by using objects or
drawings. For example: “You have
3 cookies. Your friend gives you 2
more. How many cookies do you
have now?”
Decomposing numbers: This is a
critical foundational skill. Students
learn that numbers can be broken
into smaller parts. For example,
the number 5 can be 4 and 1, or 3

and 2. They represent these
decompositions with objects and
equations (5 = 4 + 1).
Finding the number that
makes 10: Given any number
from 1 to 9, a child can find the
number that, when added to it,
equals 10. This is a precursor to
place value understanding.

This domain emphasizes understanding
the  relationships  between  numbers,
which  is  far  more  valuable  than  just
memorizing math facts.

Number and
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Operations in
Base Ten: An
Early Glimpse at

Place Value
In  kindergarten,  this  domain  is  very
focused. The key standard is: Compose
and decompose numbers from 11 to
19 into ten ones and some further
ones.
For  example,  a  child  learns  that  the
number 14 is one group of ten ones and
four  more  ones.  They  use  objects,
drawings, and equations (e.g., 14 = 10 +
4) to represent this understanding. This

is the earliest explicit introduction to our
base-ten number system. This standard
is a direct bridge from the decomposition
work done in Operations and Algebraic
Thinking  and  sets  the  stage  for  first-
grade  math.

MEASUREMENT, DATA, AND
GEOMETRY: UNDERSTANDING
THE WORLD

These  domains  help  children  apply
mathematical  thinking  to  the  physical
world and shapes around them.

Describing and
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Comparing
Measurable

Attributes
Children learn to describe objects using
measurable  attributes,  such  as  length,
height,  and  weight.  They  directly
compare  two  objects  to  see  which  is
longer, shorter, heavier, or lighter. The
standards explicitly avoid asking children
to  use  standard  units  like  inches  or
pounds;  the  focus  is  on  comparative
language and direct comparison.

Classifying
Objects and
Counting
This  is  a  data  analysis  skill.  Children
classify  objects  into  given  categories,
count  the  number  of  objects  in  each
category,  and  sort  the  categories  by
count. This could involve sorting buttons
by color  and then counting how many
are  red,  blue,  and  green.  This  builds
sorting skills  and connects to counting
and cardinality.
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Geometry:
Identifying and
Describing

Shapes
T h e  g e o m e t r y  s t a n d a r d s  f o r
kindergarten math are surprisingly rich.
They are not just about naming shapes.

Identifying and describing
shapes: Students describe the
world around them using the
names of shapes (squares, circles,
triangles, rectangles, hexagons,
cubes, cones, cylinders, spheres).
They describe their relative

positions (above, below, beside, in
front of, behind, next to).
Analyzing and comparing
shapes: This is a deep thinking
skill. Children learn to identify
attributes like “closed,” “sides,”
and “corners.” They compare
shapes (How is a square different
from a triangle?). They learn that a
square is a specific type of
rectangle.
Building and drawing shapes:
Children create shapes using
materials like clay, sticks, or
drawing tools. This kinesthetic
learning deepens their
understanding of shape properties.
Composing simple shapes to
form larger shapes: For
instance, putting two triangles
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together to make a rectangle. This
is the geometric equivalent of
decomposing numbers.

HOW THE STANDARDS GUIDE
CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION

The  Common  Core  Standards  For
Kindergarten  Math  a re  not  a
curriculum but a set of expectations. A
skilled teacher uses these standards to
design  lessons  that  are  engaging  and
developmentally  appropriate.  You  will
likely  see:

Math Talk: Students are
encouraged to explain their
thinking. “How did you know that
was 5?”
Hands-on Manipulatives:
Counters, ten frames, number

lines, pattern blocks, and linking
cubes are daily tools.
Games and Center Activities:
Learning through play is essential.
Games that involve counting,
matching, and simple strategy
build mathematical thinking.
Integration with Other
Subjects: Counting during story
time, measuring during a science
activity, or building shapes during
art.
Ongoing Assessment: Teachers
frequently observe and note a
child’s progress, not just through
tests but through listening to their
reasoning during play and
structured activities.
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SUPPORTING YOUR
KINDERGARTNER AT HOME

Parents  are  the  child’s  first  and  most
important  teachers.  You  can  easily
reinforce  these  standards  without
turning  your  home  into  a  classroom.

Count Everything: Count the1.
steps to the mailboxes, the grapes
in the bowl, the socks in the
laundry. Make it a playful game.
Play “How Many?”: Ask your2.
child to get a certain number of
items. “Please bring me 3
napkins.”
Compare Quantities: “Do we3.
have more forks or spoons?”
Talk About Numbers: When you4.
see a number 5 on a sign, ask,
“What are some ways we can

make 5?” (2 and 3, 4 and 1).
Play Board Games: Games that5.
use dice and counting spaces are
fantastic for one-to-one
correspondence and counting on.
Cook Together: Measuring6.
ingredients is a practical math
lesson.
Build and Create: Use blocks,7.
puzzles, and playdough to explore
shapes.
Emphasize the Process, Not8.
Just the Answer: Ask your child
*how* they figured something out.
This builds the mathematical
reasoning so central to Common
Core.

ADDRESSING COMMON
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CONCERNS ABOUT COMMON
CORE MATH

Many parents worry that the “new” math
is confusing. The shift in approaches, like
teaching multiple strategies for addition,
can  feel  different  from  how  we  learned.
However,  the  goal  is  deep,  flexible
understanding. A child who knows that
5 + 3  i s  t h e  s a m e  a s  3 + 5  ( t h e
commutative property) and can show it
w i th  b locks  has  a  more  robus t
understanding  than  a  child  who  just
memorized the fact. The Common Core
Standards  For  Kindergarten  Math
are designed to prevent shallow learning
and build a strong conceptual foundation
that  makes  later,  more  complex  math
intuitive and less intimidating. The focus
on number sense and decomposition is

actually  very  aligned  with  the  best
practices in early childhood education.

CONCLUSION

The  Common  Core  Standards  For
Kindergarten  Math  represent  a
thoughtful and comprehensive approach
to  early  mathematics  education.  By
focusing  deeply  on  core  concepts  like
counting,  cardinality,  operations,  and
geometry,  these  standards  prepare
children not just for first grade, but for a
lifetime of logical thinking and problem-
s o l v i n g .  T h e  e m p h a s i s  i s  o n
understanding  the  “why”  behind  the
math, not just the “how.” By partnering
with educators and incorporating simple,
playful math activities at home, parents
can  help  their  kindergartners  build  a
joyful  and  solid  relationship  with
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numbers  that  will  last  forever.  This
foundation, built in kindergarten, is truly

the bedrock for all future mathematical
learning and discovery.


