TEACHING STUDENTS HOW TO READ NUMBERS

1) Make two signs on 8.5 X 11 coloured card stock that can be hung around a child’s neck so that the letter shows in front of him/her.  

One sign has an H (for saying ‘hundred’ after the digit). The other sign is a T (for when you say ‘tee’ after the tens digit). 

You will also need a set of digits – I recommend at least two of each of the digits from 1 to 9 and at least 4 (5 or 6 is better) zeros.

Here is a website with free digit outlines, that can be printed on white card stock http://www.k-3teacherresources.com/number_stencil.html#.UXWRY4IfpxU
I recommend that you have the students colour the digits to help them to feel more connected to the number-reading process/game.

      2) First, to practise ‘saying any 3-digit number’, have three students stand side-by-    

side. The first student wears the H and the second student wears the T.  The last 

student doesn’t wear a sign.  Each student is then given a digit (no zeros to start) to hold above his/her head.  The class then practises saying the 3-digit number as follows:  Example:

5  3 2      five hundred (say the digit, then say ‘hundred’ [shown by the H T 

                           H below the digit]), 

      three-tee (say the digit, then say the ‘T’ 



                  below the digit), (thirty)
      two (say the last digit [in the ones place]). 
Using this method for practising reading numbers offers some odd results when the tens digit is a 1, 2, 3, or 5, as in our example of 3-tee!  I have found that this is not a detriment in learning how to say any 3-digit number.  In fact, it becomes a good reason to laugh during the game and I feel that it reinforces the learning!  I always allow students to say 3-tee (for example), but I mention that we usually say ‘thirty’, still the –tee reminds us that this digit represents how many tens are in the number. 

Another practice to keep an eye on is how students will automatically say, (for example) 7 hundred AND (or ‘n’) forty-six, using the word AND in an improper placement – as AND should only be spoken at the decimal, where it represents the end of the whole number (as a period represents the end of a sentence) and the beginning of the fractional part of the number.

This is always a challenge for kids and they love to catch each other saying AND in the middle of the three-digit number – it turns out to be a wonderful way for them to recognize the use of a decimal in a number.  Sometimes, just for a laugh, we practise saying a whole number with the word AND at the end, just to emphasize the point that every whole number has a decimal at the end (helpful for adding/subtracting decimal numbers). 

    EX: “How old are you?” “Oh, I’m 11 AND”.
It is important to incorporate zeros into this practice once the students are feeling very successful reading any three-digit number with digits greater than zero.  Saying a number with zeros in the hundreds or tens spots can be emphasized by asking the person holding a zero to turn over their H or T, so that it doesn’t get spoken at all.  Ex:  604,  six hundred four.  Or: 052,  five-tee two. (fifty-two) Or: 820 – eight hundred two-tee. (8 hundred twenty).

      3) Once the students are super comfortable with saying any 3-digit number, you can


lead them to saying any number, since all numbers are made up of sets of 3-digit 


numbers, separated by spaces (commas in the US, where the space names might be 


called ‘comma’ names?).  


Each of the spaces has a name.  They are, THOUSAND and MILLION, (also 


Mentioning BILLION and TRILLION, when needed).  [When students start 


reading any number, they no longer need the H and T to remind them about 


how to say 
each group of 3-digits.] Especially at the beginning, to help with 


recognition, I recommend that students capitalize the space names.
To practise this model of saying any number, you will need some more hanging signs:  These signs are made on long pieces of coloured card (about 80 cm – for the space names and about 45 cm for the decimal place names).

(TRILLION, BILLION) THOUSAND, MILLION, AND . , 10ths , 100ths, 1000ths  

These signs are hung on students who stand in the spaces between the 3-digit groups (we call these groups of 3-digits, ‘periods’) as well as on those students with digits, standing ‘after’ the decimal. 

The pattern looks like:     ___  ___  ___       ___  ___  ___       ___  ___  ___  .  ___  ___  ___
As the number is read, students say the 3-digit ‘period’ (group of numbers), and then read the ‘space name’ after the group. 

Unfortunately, it is not easy to show the visual representation of the space names, including the AND. sign, that would be hanging vertically between each period of digits.  

Also, the decimal names would have the vertical signs for them hanging on each child below the digit he/she holds (just like the H and T).  

For this representation, I will show just the first three letters of the space names to indicate where they belong. 

To show a number as long as this one, you will need 15 students (12 for each of the digits and 3 more for the space names, MILLION, THOUSAND and AND.)

___  ___  ___  MIL  ___  ___  ___   THO ___  ___  ___ .AND ___  ___  ___








              10ths    100ths   1000ths
The first ‘period’ of digits is read, then the space name, then the next ‘period’ of digits is read, then the next space name, until the decimal appears, when the word ‘AND’ is spoken.  After that, if there are any digits after the decimal, they are read together as a number on its own, with the final digits’ decimal name below it being said at the end.  I encourage students to write the space names in all capital letters to show how they are different from the 3-digit sections of the number.      For example: 

874 622 921.114   is read as: 

Eight hundred seventy-four MILLION, six hundred twenty-two THOUSAND, nine hundred twenty-one AND one hundred fourteen THOUSANDTHS. 

It often helps to alternate students reading aloud the ‘period’ of digits with those reading aloud the space names – to emphasize their difference!

Also, use complete groups (periods) of all zeros to help students to remember that no space name is spoken then.  Ask the student holding the space name that follows a whole ‘period’ of zeros to turn his/her space name card over, so that it is not spoken.  [Including zeros in the decimal section is also a good learning tool.  Introducing the decimal part of numbers within this ‘saying any number’ game demystifies decimals and helps students to approach them with much more confidence.  I ask students to note the difference between the space names and the decimal names by scrunching up their noses to say the ‘ths’ on tenths, hundredths, and thousandths.  It is important to highlight the differences between the whole number ‘space’ names and the decimal values!]

For example:   444 000 275.07    would require the THOUSAND space name 





            card to be turned over; the number would read as: 

four hundred forty-four MILLION, two hundred seventy-five AND seven 100ths .

Converting the written format of a number into standard (digit) format requires finding the space names, locating the 3-digit ‘periods’ in front of space names, then writing those digits in the appropriate place to match its space name.  

For example, writing:

Ninety-five million, seven hundred thirty-six thousand, and two thousandths

In digit format would look like this:  I encourage students to underline the space names and then identify the 3-digit number in front of each space name.

Ninety-five million, seven hundred thirty-six thousand, and two thousandths
They would see 95 ahead of the MILLION space name, 736 ahead of the THOUSAND space name, no words ahead of the AND space name (a tricky one that requires the use of our original pattern – if there are no digits between any two space names, then there must be zeros in that period. This becomes very clear with all the practise reading numbers) then 2, ending in the thousandths spot.  (This example would not be a beginning example, but a variation after lots of practice with numbers that have non-zero digits in every period.

95 736 000.002 

I have found this method of teaching students to read numbers to be very successful.  Once they can read the numbers as well as converting written numbers into standard (digit) format, they feel hugely confident about their abilities to identify numbers.  The discussions that follow can focus on naming the digit in each of the place value spots, adding/subtracting values (twenty thousand, for example), and comparing numbers.  

Students develop a clear sense of the period of digits ‘belonging’ to the space name after it and then can identify the specific digits in specific place value spots.  For example:  “Where is the hundred thousand digit in this number?:   469 321 850    Students find the THOUSANDS space and look for the hundred digit ahead of it – answer: 3, representing three hundred thousand.

I hope that you find this strategy useful.
