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Simple addition  
 
 

Overview 
 

Teaches: 

Using manipulatives (tangible objects) alongside written 
numerals, this lesson is an introduction to the skill of 
adding two quantities together to reach a sum.   
(NOTE: This lesson should be considered an introduction 
only to basic addition; a comprehensive math curriculum 
as utilized by the child’s schoolteacher should guide the 
child’s subsequent learning.) 

Before beginning: 

All Pre-Math Skills (including Counting, 1:1 
Correspondence, Number ID, Number to Quantity Match, 
Number Sequencing) should be mastered before 
introducing this lesson.  Familiarity with the “More 
Than/Less Than” lesson is also recommended.    

Why it’s important: 
Addition is the foundation for more complex math 
education, as well as necessary for future life skills such as 
handling money and organizing a budget. 

Materials needed: 

Various 3D and 2D manipulatives to provide hands-on 
learning (examples: counting bears, unifix cubes, marbles, 
flashcards with numerals).   
A dry erase board (for the teacher to write the addition 
problems, as well as for the more advanced student to 
practice writing the “+” and “=” symbols and number 
sentences).  Paper can be substituted for a dry erase 
board if necessary. 
Very simple worksheets (even homemade) will be useful 
as the lesson advances. 

Generalization 
activities: 

Adding simple prices at Dollar Store (or other store where 
prices are low, rounded numbers), keeping score in a 
game, saving money to purchase a certain item, library 
books that include simple math or accumulated objects. 
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Steps 
 
Prepare 
1. Ensure that the child is ready to “earn and learn”: a reinforcer assessment 

has been recently completed, and identified highly-preferred items and 
activities are ready and available. 

2. Have data collection ready, either via tablet or pen/paper. 
3. Have lesson materials prepared and available.   
4. Sit facing the child, in a quiet place free of distractions. 
5. Make sure the child is ready to attend, ideally looking at teacher and not 

engaging in any other activities. 

 
Teach 
1. Present simple addition problem. 
2. Assist the child to use manipulatives to provide a visual/tangible 

representation of the problem. 
3. Deliver target instruction/question (for this lesson, this is the ultimate 

problem delivery after the assisted demonstration with manipulatives; 
example: “What is 3+2?”) 

4. Allow the child 3-5 seconds to respond. 
5. Provide feedback on how the child responded: 

• Correct response: enthusiastic praise and/or give the child his 
chosen reward 

• Incorrect or No response: corrective feedback, model or prompt of 
correct response 

6. Record data. 
7. Begin again at step 1. 
  
 

Examples 
 

Correct response Incorrect response No response 
Teacher: (presents written 
addition problem 2+1=____)  
“Let’s solve 2 plus 1.  We can 
use the unifix cubes to help 
us. First, we need 2 cubes 
(helps child count 2 cubes 
and place them under the “2”). 
Next, we need 1 cube (helps 
child count 1 cube and place 
it under the “1”).   

Teacher: (presents written 
addition problem 2+1=____)  
“Let’s solve 2 plus 1.  We can 
use the unifix cubes to help 
us. First, we need 2 cubes 
(helps child count 2 cubes 
and place them under the “2”). 
Next, we need 1 cube (helps 
child count 1 cube and place 
it under the “1”).   

Teacher: (presents written 
addition problem 2+1=____)  
“Let’s solve 2 plus 1.  We can 
use the unifix cubes to help 
us. First, we need 2 cubes 
(helps child count 2 cubes 
and place them under the “2”). 
Next, we need 1 cube (helps 
child count 1 cube and place 
it under the “1”).   
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Teacher: “What is 2+1?” 
(instruction) 
 
Child: (pushes all cubes 
together and moves them to 
the other side of the “=” sign, 
then counts) “Three.” 
 
Teacher: “Yes!!! 2+1=3. Great 
job!” (and delivers reinforcer) 

 
Teacher: “What is 2+1?” 
(instruction) 
 
Child: “Five!” 
 
Teacher: “Ooops, that’s not 
right. Let’s look again. Two 
(counts 2 cubes under the ‘2’) 
plus 1 (counts 1 cube under 
the ‘1’) equals… (pushes all 
cubes to right side of “=” 
symbol and counts) …3!!” 
 
(Teacher does not deliver 
reinforcer at this time; rather, 
re-starts teaching cycle) 

 
Teacher: “What is 2+1?” 
(instruction) 
 
Child: (no response) 
 
Teacher: “Uh-oh. We need to 
add 2+1. Two (counts 2 cubes 
under the ‘2’) plus 1 (counts 1 
cube under the ‘1’) equals… 
(pushes all cubes to right side 
of “=” symbol and counts) …3!!  
Now its your turn.” 
 
(Teacher does not deliver 
reinforcer at this time; rather, 
re-starts teaching cycle) 
 

 
 

Typical order of learning targets: 
Use of manipulatives is assumed for all targets below.  Hands-on is critical to 
understanding the concepts at this stage. 
 

1. Identify sum of “+1” problems (with addends up to 9, sum no greater 
than 10) 

2. Identify sum of “+2” problems (with addends up to 9, sum no greater 
than 10) 

3. Identify sum of “+3” problems (with addends up to 9, sum no greater 
than 10) 

4. Identify sum of “+4” problems (with addends up to 9, sum no greater 
than 10) 

5. Identify sum of “+5” problems (with addends up to 9, sum no greater 
than 10) 

6. Teaching commutative property (that order of addends can be 
reversed, with sum not changing. Example: 3+4=7 is the same as 4+3=7)** 

7. Introduce zero: identify sum of “+0” problems (with addends up to 10, 
sum no greater than 10) 

 
**NOTE: Target 6 (commutative property) may be confusing for some 
children.  If this is the case, then the teacher can continue in the previous 
pattern, substituting “identify sum of +6 problems” for Target 6, and continue 
through “identify sum of +9 problems” for Target 9.  In this situation, teacher 
would move the current Target 7 (concept of “zero” later, to Target 10). 
 


