
Line Up! Tallest on the Left!

Put the toy soldiers out at random and explain: When the Sergeant bellows his command, ‘Line up! Tallest on 
left!’, the soldiers must line up according to height as quickly as they can. They must stand in a perfectly straight 
line. Sometimes the Sergeant checks. He gets out some chalk and puts it where the first soldier’s toes are. Then 
he draws a straight line on the ground. If all the soldiers’ toes are on the ground, and they are in the right order, 
he dismisses them and they can have a break. If someone’s toes are not on the line, all the soldiers have to spend 
their break time lining up again. 

Give the command, and get your child to line the soldiers up (see image top right). Give them a piece of chalk 
and ask them to help the Sergeant draw a line to check that the soldiers are standing in a perfectly straight line.

Leave the soldiers out for the activity on the next page.  

Then say: The Sergeant showed the soldiers how to line up like that using these blue paper strips. Each strip 
represents a soldier. Let’s pretend that you are the Sergeant. Can you quickly line the paper strips up with their 
‘toes’ on one line, from the tallest to the smallest with the tallest on the left? Give your child their set of ten blue 
paper strips and encourage them to put on a voice to be the Sergeant and ‘order’ the soldiers (the strips) to line 
up correctly. 

Your job is to be the General and inspect the Sergeant’s work to see if that they have done everything correctly –
lined them up from the tallest to the smallest, with the tallest on the left and all their ‘toes’ in a perfectly straight 
line. If not, get the Sergeant to make the necessary corrections. 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

 Set of 10 soldiers

 Set of 10 blue paper strips 
(per child)

 A piece of chalk

 Sets of 5 objects – for 
example, 5 teddies, 5 toy 
cars, 5 pencils – positioned 
in different places around 
your house, for example 
along a wall next to a shelf 
or in a row perpendicular to 
a window, so that the 
language you use to 
describe their position 
varies (see the last activity: 
Can you give me…?)

15–20 minutes

LINE UP IN ORDER

Your child can arrange blue strips (soldiers) in a straight line according to their height.
Your child can use ordinal numbers correctly in discussion.
Your child can correctly follow instructions that involve using an ordinal number to locate or 
specify an object.

To introduce ordinal numerals (first, second, third, fourth etc.) up to ten
To foster understanding of the relationship between ordinal and cardinal numbers
To model the use of ordinal numbers and related mathematical language
To promote the use of ordinal numbers rather than cardinal numbers when appropriate 
To develop the ability to use mathematical language to describe step-by-step ordering of a series of 
objects or events
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First, Second, Third…

Take the ten actual soldiers cut-outs from their line-up and tell your child: The soldiers are now going on their break. They are taking their snacks 
and going to stand in a row against a wall while they eat. 

Pass your child any one of the soldiers at random and say: This one is the first in the row. Pass them another and say: This one stands next to him and 
so is second from the left. Check they put the soldier in the right place. Then pass them another soldier and say: This one is third in the row. Continue 
like this passing your child soldiers and specifying the next ordinal number to indicate their position in the row. 

When the row is complete, point to each soldier from the left in turn and say: So in this row of soldiers, this is the first, this one is the second, this one 
is third… and so on, naming all ten positions using the ordinal numbers.

Now make some comments about particular soldiers, using an ordinal number to identify him/her, and get your child to do an appropriate action 
which shows you that they can identify the correct soldier. For example: The fifth soldier has got an itchy back – can you scratch it for him? Help your 
child identify the fifth soldier and have your child ‘scratch’ his back. The ninth solider is sneezing, can you pass him tissue? The sixth soldier is arguing 
with the seventh one – can you separate them a bit? And so on.

Then point to a soldier, for example the fourth one, and ask a question like: This one needs a doctor. Can you tell the doctor which soldier it is? (The 
fourth one along.) Or: The General needs to speak to this one – can you tell him which soldier it is? Repeat for a few other soldiers so that your child 
has to name their positions using ordinal numbers.

Can you give me…?

Make requests involving choosing a specific object from a set of objects that would otherwise be hard to distinguish. For example, put out a row of 
five pencils and ask your child to find the third pencil, give the second pencil to you or someone else, put the first pencil under the table and so on.

Point out that we do not always count in a particular direction, and that it is important to specify the direction if we wish to locate a specific item. 
Name different orientation points for your child to count from, for example: ‘from the window’ or ‘from teddy’. Ask such things as: Can you find the 
third shelf from the top? Or: Please give me the car that is the fourth from the corner.

Include directions ‘from the left’ and ‘from the right’ too, for example: The third doll from the right needs a drink. Or: Can you give the first car on the 
left in the top row a push?

Now swap roles and ask your child to make up questions for you involving ordinal numbers. Say, for example: Can you ask me for a teddy from the 
line? You must use first, second, third etc. to ask for it. Let them ask you for a variety of objects, and if their instructions aren’t clear then choose the 
‘wrong’ one and help them to self-correct. 

LINE UP IN ORDER – continued
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Ask your child some questions to highlight contextual use of ordinal numbers, such as: What was the first thing you did this morning when you 
woke up? What was the next thing, the second thing? And after that, the third thing? … Or about a procedure/process or topic they know well, for 
example: Who was the first person born in this family? Who was born next, second? … Or: When we make toast, what do we do first? What do we do 
second? And third? …
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Cut out each soldier separately. 
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Cut out each substitute shape separately.
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