
Why I don’t teach teen numbers after other two-digit numbers: Tierney Kennedy 
 
There has been a lot of advice to teachers recently that we should leave teaching of teen numbers until after 
kids have learned about other two-digit numbers because the naming of teen numbers doesn’t fit the rest of 
the pattern.   
 
I disagree.  I find that while this advice might work if you are focusing simply on memorising digits, their 
names and counting without understanding, it fails to develop three important aspects that kids really need 
to have:  Quantity, Partitioning and Relative Size.  I find that developing these three concepts to 10 and 
then 20 before introducing two-digit numbers is much more effective.  Here's an explanation: 
 
Quantity:  This is when kids can make an amount in lots of different ways, move it around and understand 
that it is the same amount.  The number does not change when the blocks move.  Kids need to develop 
good "mental objects" for numbers – e.g., be able to picture five in their heads.  This is similar to the 
concept of number conservation. 
 
Partitioning:  This is when kids can break a quantity into two amounts (or more) and work out what both 
parts are (e.g. eight can be broken into a three and a five part...).  I find that when kids are really strong on 
partitioning to 10 and then to 20 it is really simple to teach two-digit numbers as these are effectively 
advanced partitioning.  If a student can't partition eight easily, how are they going to partition 37 into three 
tens and seven more? 
 
Relative size:  This is what most people actually mean when they talk about number sense.  It's an intuitive 
feel for "about how big" a number is compared to another e.g. 10 might be very big compared with one, but 
it is very small when compared with 100. 
 
One of the wide-spread problems that I've noticed in kids coming through the teaching approach described 
above is that they don't really understand Quantity.  I tend to see it when I ask them to make a number like 
23 from blocks or bundling sticks.  Their initial answer appears to be ok, making two tens and three ones 
blocks, however when I put the ones blocks on the left of the tens blocks, which they think means that the 
number of blocks has changed to 32.  Memorising without understanding can cause all sorts of difficulties, 
particularly when a student’s initial answer seems fine and we therefore don’t think to check more closely. 
 
I have found that understanding number is far more important than being fluent.  Memorising how to 
say/write/count a number is nowhere near as important as knowing how big it is and how it is related to its 
parts.  Personally, I recommend the sequence below instead: 
 
Level 1:  Try to develop these by the end of Grade 1 
Numbers 1-5:  Quantity and Partitioning 
Numbers to 10: Quantity and Partitioning 
Numbers 10-20: Quantity and Partitioning 
Numbers 1-10: Relative Size 
 
Level 2:  Try to develop these by the end of Grade 2 
Numbers 0-100:  Quantity, then Partitioning, then Relative Size 
 
Level 3:  Try to develop these by the end of Grade 3 
Numbers 0-1000:  Quantity, then Partitioning, then Relative Size 
 
I find that teaching two-digit numbers with understanding is much easier when students can already 
conserve, partition and have a good understanding of the relative size of numbers to 20 before we start.  
These are the basic building-blocks for place value.  If you want more advice or practical tips, my new 
book Fixing Misconceptions in Place Value should be out in the next two months and can be pre-ordered 
now by emailing admin@kennedypress.com.au  
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