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What is a Number Talk? 

So, perhaps you are wondering to yourself, 
what exactly is a number talk?  As its name 
implies, a number talk is a class meeting where 
students come together to talk about numbers.   

1. The classroom teacher designs an image 
or expression that is shown to the class. 
The teacher selects a strategy of focus.   

A teacher who begins with 
this dot formation may want 
their students to think about 

ways to subitize numbers.  A picture like this 
can help students use strategies such as 
“doubles and one more” or “doubles and 
one less”.  Using these dot image 
formations helps students become 
automatic in recognizing number 
arrangements. 

This expression was 
designed to help 
students use the “making tens” strategy for 
adding numbers. 

2. Students view and mentally think about 
the number that they see or strategies for 
finding the solution to the expression. 
There is usually no paper or pencil used by 
students during a number talk.  The goal is 
for students to become efficient in 
problem solving. Students put a thumb up 
on their chest once they have solved one 
way.  Then they raise fingers as they think 
of other strategies. 

 
3. The teacher calls on students and lists the 

different solutions that they have come up 
with.  Yes, include all 
shared solutions even if 
they are incorrect! 

Students can learn the most sometimes 
from their mistakes. 

 

4. Teachers call on 2-3 students to share their 
various solution strategies. As students 
share, the teacher asks questions to 
emphasize the steps the student is using in 
their thinking so that other students can 
learn to use the strategy as well.  The 
teacher records this thinking on the board 
or chart paper.  The teacher may want to 
name the strategy students are using as 
student solution strategies are shared.   

 

Student/Teacher dialogue for sharing the 
“Adding Up in Chunks Strategy”.  

Student:  I began with 88 and added 12.  That gave me 100. 
Then I added 12 more to get to 112.  12+12=24. 

Teacher:  Why did you add 12 to the 88? 

Student:  To get 100.  It is easy to add onto 100. 

Teacher: Why did want to add up to 100? 

Student:  I was adding up from 88 to 112 to find the answer. 

Teacher: Why did you add 12+12? 

Student: Those were two amounts I added to get from 88 to 
112, so the total I added up was 24. 

5. Teachers may ask students to think about 
another way to solve if students did not 
think about the strategy that the teacher 
was targeting.  In the example above, the 
teacher’s goal was for students to adjust 
both numbers to make the subtrahend 
easier to subtract.  So, when that strategy 
wasn’t shared, the teacher asked students 
to talk with one another.  “Is there 
something you can do to both of the 
numbers in this expression so that it 
subtracting is really fast and efficient?" 
After talking with partners, one pair shared 
that they would add 2, moving both 
numbers up the number line to make it 
faster because 90 would be easier to 
subtract. 



How do Number Talks Benefit My Students? 

1. Efficiency and Fluency  
As students begin to participate in number 
talks, they try to think of ways to become 
more efficient when using operations with 
numbers.  They become more fluent when 
solving problems because they are being 
exposed to various strategies shared by 
their classmates.  They are able to apply 
this to other problem solving activities and 
decide which strategy to use based on 
how efficient it may be. 

2. Using Mathematical Language 
Students are verbalizing daily the steps that 
they are making in their thought processes. 
They also hear language that is used by 
the teacher and other students and begin 
to incorporate as they speak about their 
own thinking.  

3. Making Mathematical Connections  
Students also begin to make connections 
between operations.  They form 
generalizations about numbers and realize 
that strategies for some operations may or 
may not work when performing other 
mathematical operations.  

Problems You May Encounter 

Q: I have students who just put up their thumb, 
but really have come up with a solution.  How do 
I hold them accountable? 

A:  Talk with them about their thinking quietly 
while others are solving.  Call on them to share 
how they would “start to solve”.   

Q: I have students who can develop several 
strategies, but when they share them they 
confuse others.  What should I do? 

A: Be sure to focus on efficiency when students 
are sharing solution strategies.  You may even 
want to count the steps in each student’s thinking 
as listed on the board.  Then you may want to 
challenge students to develop a more efficient 
strategy that requires even fewer steps. 

Q:  All of my students want to share their solution 
strategies.  How do I handle this? 

A: There are two ways to address this.  You may 
want to put student names on popsicle sticks and 
pull different sticks each day to ensure that all 
students are sharing.  This also helps those that do 
not want to share know that they are eventually 
going to be called on even if they don’t 
volunteer.  You may also want to give students 
the opportunity to turn and talk with a neighbor 
to share their solution strategy before or after 
some have been highlighted whole class.  This 
gives everyone the opportunity to share.   

How do I Plan for Number Talks? 

If you are just beginning with number talks and 
your students have not used them before, you 
may want to start with some dot images. Then 
move into strategies for adding and subtracting 
single digit numbers.  As students progress, begin 
to include larger numbers in your expressions and 
select numbers based on the strategy you want 
students to use.  Depending on the grade level 
that you teach you may want to then move into 
multiplication and division and working with 
fractions and decimals.  If you feel that you need 
a guide to help you plan there 
are a lot of resources available. 
The book, Number Talks: 
Helping Children Build Mental 
Math Computation Strategies, 
K-5 by Sherry Parrish is a great 
resource.  It explains the 
different strategies you may 
want to highlight in your number talks.  It also lists 
number strings for each grade level.  Be mindful 
that there are usually 4 number expressions 
referred to and you may not get to each one 
each day.  You want to spend around 10-15 
minutes each day on number talks.   

I hope that you are now ready to begin, or 
continue your number talk learning journey with 
your students!  You will find delight in seeing how 
their thinking grows. 


