
 Mathematical Symbol 
Cards from previous 
sessions (per child)

 Paper strips from              
M62

 Set of 1 to 10 Digit Cards, 
from previous sessions

 Some props – for example, 
a toy bed/blanket and 10 
toy animals; a tablecloth 
and some bowls; a toy bus 
and some passengers; a 
dolls’ house and some 
figures.

 5 pencils and 9 blocks

 A sheet of paper and a 
pencil per child

 10 counters

15–20 minutes

WHOLE, PART AND UNKNOWN

Note: The most difficult arithmetical problems are indirect ones, where the steps required to solve the problem 
do not coincide with the sequence of events as described in the problems. In these instances, understanding of 
whole/part relationships, and the ability to create visual models to represent them, become crucial. We can solve 
any problem if we understand which part of the problem is ‘the whole’ of the total quantity, which is ‘part’ and 
what is ‘unknown’. Children need to learn to think through the problem for themselves, and the adult’s role is to 
help move them in that direction. 

Create an Arithmetical Problem using Visual Props:

Model using props to create a word problem – for example, take a toy bed or blanket, and 10 toy animals, and 
make up a scenario where there is a straightforward and obvious reason for addition or subtraction, for example: 
There were 10 animals in the bed. But there wasn’t enough room so they started fighting, and then 2 fell out! How 
many were left in the bed?

Now put out some other props, as suggested in the resource list, and ask your child to invent a couple of different 
scenarios, create arithmetical problems to match them and then ‘write down’ the question using Digit Cards and 
mathematical Symbol Cards. Finally, have them work out the answer to their question. Encourage them to create 
scenarios using both addition and subtraction problems.

Solving and Creating Word Problems (Addition):

Give your child 3 pencils, and then give them 2 more. Ask them to describe what you did. Encourage a detailed 
account that identifies the numbers involved, i.e. not, ‘You gave me pencils’ – you are looking for an account such 
as, ‘First you gave me 3 pencils, then you gave me 2 more.’

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

Your child can solve arithmetical problems based on visual scenarios.
Your child can solve direct word problems involving both addition and subtraction.
Your child can create their own word problems.
Your child can help create a visual model of an indirect problem of the forms ‘Unknown Part + Part 
= Whole’, and the form ‘Whole – Unknown Part = Part’.
Your child can solve the indirect word problems that they have modelled.

To develop the ability to think through an arithmetical problem systematically
To identify whole, part and unknown quantities in an indirect word problem
To practise ‘writing down’ arithmetical problems using substitute shapes, digits and mathematical 
symbols
To develop the skills and understanding of vocabulary needed for solving word problems
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Ask them if they can tell you a question they could ask about these pencils (‘How many pencils do I have now?’ or ‘How many pencils is that 
altogether?’). Then ask them to ‘write down’ the problem they created firstly using strips and the mathematical Symbol Cards, and then using Digit 
Cards and the Symbol Cards. Finally, ask them to answer the problem.

Solving and Creating Word Problems (Subtraction):

Put out 9 blocks for your child. Ask them to tell you how many are there. Then take 1 block away and verbalise what happened: You had 9 blocks and 
then I took 1 away. Ask: What do we need to do to turn this story into an arithmetic problem? (Add a question.) What should the question be? (How 
many are left now?)

Then ask them to ‘write down’ the problem you created, first using strips and the mathematical Symbol Cards, and then using Digit Cards and the 
Symbol Cards. Finally, ask them to answer the problem.

How Many Footballs? – An Indirect Problem (Unknown Part + Part = Whole):

Set the scene: There were some footballs in the cupboard. The football coach brought 3 more and put them into the cupboard, and there are now 5. 
Ask your child: What do we need to add, to turn this into an arithmetic problem? (A question.) What should the question be? (How many footballs 
were there in the cupboard before the coach came?)

Now ask your child: Were all the footballs there to begin with? (No, there were only part, the coach brought some more.) Did the coach bring all the 
footballs with him? (No, only the ones he added to the cupboard, so he only had part.) Were all the footballs in the cupboard after the coach put the 
ones he brought away? (Yes, all the footballs were there at the end.)

Ask your child to help you ‘write down' the problem and its answer using substitute shapes (strips) and the Symbol Cards, in the form of ‘Part + Part = 
?’ and then ‘Part + Part = Whole’. Discuss which strip goes where.

Now ask your child if they can replace the strips with the appropriate Digit Cards, for the numbers that we already know (Unknown Part + 3 = 5). 

Then ask if they can tell you the missing number. If necessary, draw 5 footballs under the digit 5, and 3 under the digit 3, and then discuss the 
difference between ‘the part’ 3 and ‘the whole’ 5 to help them reach the correct answer of 2.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

WHOLE, PART AND UNKNOWN – continued
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If you think your child needs more practice, repeat this activity with different numbers of footballs, and encourage your child to follow the process to 
answer the question as independently as possible.

How Many Sweets? – An Indirect Problem (Whole – Unknown Part = Part):

Set the scene: Mum bought 7 sweets. Nico ate some and there were 3 left. Ask your child: What do we need to add, to turn this into a word problem? 
(A question.) What should the question be? (How many sweets did Nico eat?)

Now ask your child: Were all the sweets there to begin with? (Yes, Mum bought 7 sweets and they were all there at the start of the problem.) What 
happened to the sweets? (Nico ate some.) Did he eat all the sweets? (No, only part, there were some left.)

Ask your child to help you ‘write down' the problem and its answer using substitute shapes (strips) and the Symbol Cards, in the form of ‘Whole – Part 
= Part’ (as your child hasn’t identified yet where the unknown quantity goes). Say: All the sweets, take away the part Nico ate, equals the part that was 
left). 

Now ask your child to help you identify what is known and what is not known yet. Ask: Do we know the number for the whole of the sweets? (Yes, 
Mum bought 7.) Do we know how many were left at the end? (Yes, there were 3.) So what don’t we know?  (We don’t know how many Nico ate – we 
don’t know how many to take away.) Ask them to show you where on the model we can see the part that Nico ate. When they have correctly 
identified the ‘part strip’ immediately after the minus sign, ask: How do we show that this part is what we don’t know yet? (Put a question mark 
instead of that strip.)

Now ask: What can we write/draw instead of the ‘whole’ strip? (We can put the digit 7 or draw 7 sweets, all the sweets Mum bought.) And what about 
the sweets that were left at the end – what should we write instead of the ‘part’ strip that shows that part of all the sweets? (We should write or draw 
3, as there were 3 sweets left.)

Say: We can we now work out how many sweets Nico ate. If necessary for your child to reach the correct answer, use counters to act out the equation 
– put a group of  7 counters under the 7 and a group of 3 under the 3, and ask your child to count how many were taken away to be only left with 3, 
i.e. the difference between the two quantities. You could also draw sweets as you did with the footballs.

If you think your child needs more practice, repeat the above activity with different numbers of sweets, and encourage your child to follow the 
process to answer the question as independently as possible.

WHOLE, PART AND UNKNOWN – continued
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