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A lthough librarians typically focus on language and literacy when 
planning children’s programs, research suggests that math skills 
are valuable too. Today, proficiency in math is an essential profes-

sional skill. Many careers involve math, and math classes act as gateways 
to attaining degrees in STEM fields.1 In our personal lives, math is used 
daily to manage household finances and make informed decisions about 
our health.2 Finally, math skills at school entry are strong predictors of 
later academic achievement in both math and reading.3 Therefore, math 
development should be considered an important part of children’s school 
readiness skills.

Evidence suggests that parents and other adults can make a positive impact 
on children’s math learning by guiding them to talk about and explore early 
math concepts.4 However, parents from a range of socioeconomic back-
grounds report supporting their children’s language and literacy skills more 
often than math skills at home,5 and low-income children receive even less 
math-specific input from parents than their more affluent peers.6 Thus, it is 
important for children’s librarians to encourage all parents to support their 
children’s math skills at home.

Why Are Early Math Experiences Important?
Research shows that early math experiences are essential for developing 
number knowledge, which serves as the cornerstone for mathematical 
thinking. An observational study assessed how parents with infants talked 
about numbers by recording interactions at home over several time points.7 
The researchers found that talk about numbers varied substantially from 
parent to parent, but this talk predicted children’s numerical knowledge 
as preschoolers. Additionally, more parent talk about numbers describing 
visible sets of objects was most predictive of children’s later number knowl-
edge.8 This is because children need help understanding that number words 
do not just appear in the counting string, but also represent specific num-
bers of countable objects. Ultimately, this talk helped children to understand 
that number words are not just words, but represent actual objects that can 
be counted. 

Other researchers compared different ways of supporting preschool chil-
dren’s number knowledge.9 They confirmed that counting and labeling vis-
ible sets of objects was more successful in improving preschool children’s 
number knowledge than only labeling quantities or only counting them. 
Thus, discussing numbers by counting and labeling objects (e.g., toys in 
the play area and chairs at the dinner table) seems crucial in supporting 
young children’s developing numerical knowledge, particularly to help them 
understand what numbers mean.

What Could These Experiences Look Like?
Other research shows that math experiences can take place at home in 
the beginning of or prior to formal schooling, and can be led by parents. 
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Sheri-Lynn Skwarchuk and her colleagues surveyed parents 
about the frequency of parent-child math activities at home, 
classifying the experiences as either formal (e.g., doing arith-
metic or counting out loud) or informal (e.g., playing card or 
board games).10 Unlike formal math experiences, informal 
experiences are not meant to explicitly teach math, but do 
so incidentally through everyday activities, such as play and 
household tasks. The more frequently parents reported engag-
ing their children in both types of experiences, the better their 
children’s mathematical knowledge fared in first grade.

Observational studies have shown how informal math-related 
experiences encourage families to explore specific early math 
concepts during everyday activities. Researchers observed par-
ents and their four-year-olds at home making crispy rice treats 
by following a recipe.11 During the activity, parents and children 
identified numbers (e.g., number of cups of cereal needed) and 
counted out loud (e.g., to keep track of the number of cups 
of cereal added). In fewer instances, they compared quanti-
ties and did arithmetic. Opportunities to talk about number 
concepts also exist during parent-preschooler play with board 
games such as The Ladybug Game,12 number puzzles,13 and 
book reading accompanied by free play with toys related to 
the story (e.g., cash register, toy food, and play money).14 Thus, 
many playful and regularly occurring informal activities serve 
as contexts for families to talk about math.

A more recent study demonstrated that math can be explored 
on tablet computers at home.15 Storybook reading at bedtime 
was swapped with a math activity by inviting families of first 
graders to solve math problems on an app called Bedtime Math 
(http://bedtimemath.org).16 The app gave families a problem 
to work on, and children who used the app with their parents 
earned better math grades in school than those who did not 
use the app. Many apps are labeled “educational” but do not 
have the research to support this claim. Librarians can promote 
research-supported apps such as this one as useful tools for at-
home math learning. 

Why Might Parent-Child Math Experiences Differ?
To discover why parents’ math interactions with their children 
vary, researchers interviewed mothers of preschoolers, asking 
for their thoughts about math.17 The majority were not confi-
dent about their math skills, were more interested in support-
ing early literacy, thought that math skills were less important 
than literacy development, and were unsure what math skills 
their children should be learning. In another study, parents of 
preschoolers were asked to estimate their children’s numerical 
knowledge, and found that parents were uncertain about their 
children’s abilities to compare two numbers (e.g., determine 
which is bigger) and do arithmetic, but were more certain about 
their children’s abilities to count and name numbers.18 They 
less frequently supported the skills about which they were less 
certain. This implies that parents do not support math skills 
they know less about, and also that parents may hold less-than-
positive attitudes and perceptions about math. 

How Can Librarians Help Parents Support Math during 
Programming?

The National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) for Families website (https://families.naeyc.org) offers 
many helpful tips for parents. Articles include “Five Ways to 
Build Math into Your Child’s Day” (https://families.naeyc.org 
/learning-and-development/music-math-more/5-ways-build-
math-your-childs-day), “Math Talk with Infants and Toddlers” 
(https://families.naeyc.org/learning-and-development/music-
math-more/math-talk-infants-and-toddlers), and “Support 
Math Readiness through Math Talk” (https://families.naeyc.org 
/learning-and-development/music-math-more/support-math 
-readiness-through-math-talk).19	&
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