
Hands -on Maths 
Developed by Australian teachers and maths leaders in classrooms



Top Ten was founded by teachers and numeracy 
leaders (and is still wholly -owned by active 
primary teachers) to fill a gap we saw for 
sequential hands -on units to support us with our 
maths planning. We wanted something that 
teachers could pick up and use to teach maths in 
a meaningful, exciting and high -impact way, 
without having to resort to worksheets or one -
dimensional technology due to the time -poor 
nature of our profession. 

About Top Ten



All units significantly use visual and kinaesthetic learning for the 
maths sessions, with literacy and STEM hooks. The lessons were 
tried -and -tested in our own classrooms, as well as separate pilot 
schools, a minimum of five times, with the aim of creating a 
master pack of the best 900 hands -on lessons (500 for the early 
years 3 -6 and 400 for years 3 -6). This resource is dedicated to 
bringing the power and joy of materials -based mathematics to 
life in every Australian classroom and to make it workable for 
you and every teacher in your team. We have put ten years of 
work into the package, so we sincerely hope you find it useful, 
and that it complements your existing practice and the 
resources you already use, to deliver an excellent and 
enjoyable year of maths for your students. 

Ten years of development in schools



Where do I start? The Assessments.

Å The best way to start any planning is using diagnostic strategy -focused and 

growth mindset assessments. 

Å If instead of starting with assessment, you commence a unit using the 

recommended content for your year level from the curriculum/syllabus, it is 

very likely that you will not be teaching based on studentsõ points-of-need, 

nor addressing developmental gaps. These gaps become insurmountable 

obstacles during the unit. This often leads to teachers resorting to rote -based 

methods in desperation, as students cannot grapple with content that they 

are not developmentally ready for, without having mastered the preceding 

skills and strategies first. 

Å It is imperative to first focus on any rungs missing from studentsõ  numerical 

staircase ðsee Whole -School Strategies Staircase ). The assessments will 

highlight these and where your main cohort of students should begin, as well 

as extension and support needs.  



Plan 3 not 5: Repeat, repeat, repeat

º Instead of planning 5 maths sessions every week, plan 3 open -ended 
tasks that could easily be double sessions or repeated two or even 
three times. All of our lessons are intended to be doubles, repeating 
twice at least! 

º Add a new  hook or change the type of materials (from counters to 
buttons). Alternatively, repeat the same task with two levels of 
extending prompts planned, designed for students who earn these 
ôupgraded/extra challengeõ versions of the task, as they show 
readiness.

º The second session is often when the best growth is achieved ð
students know how to record and how to use the materials. This 
means that students can focus all their efforts on the mathematics of 
the task , forming a strong understanding of the underlying concepts 
and patterns they see from repeated use of the materials. The second 
session is when most of the magic happens ðso if the first session goes 
well, but students need more time, or would benefit from more 
practice, repeat, repeat. If anything, we should feel guilty about 
moving on too quickly, not about repeating rich tasks. 



Tip One: 

Use Materials
If it doesnõt involve materials, itõs not primary mathsé 

We always tell graduate teachers, when you need to teach a concept 

and youõre not sure how, instead of searching the internet for a 

worksheet, search the maths cupboard for a material. 



Tip Two: 

Use Procedures 

Materials -based maths is harder to manage and will always look messier and noisier 

than worksheet -based maths (despite that it will be working noise). Maths is not 

independent reading, it will never be silent! However, with a solid bank of classroom 

procedures , it can actually involve less preparation. Most importantly, one materials -
based session is worth 100 worksheets. 



Set up an example desk showing 

students how you want all materials 

to look ðdonõt use an interactive 

example, use an actual desk with 

the real materials. This way, there is 

no transfer of instructions from 

screen to real - life ðstudents can 

literally see the real - life version of 

the set -up they are being asked to 

recreate. As you set up that desk, 

show students where they will be 

collecting the materials. 

Put tubs of the materials in the four 

corners of the room to avoid traffic 

jams (or make a half -half collection 

area for girls v. boys). This way, if 

students forget, they know to just go 

to one of the corners and can 

always check back to see how your 

example desk looks. 

Always make your example desk the actual desk of 

one of your support pairs, but vary this between a few 

support students so they still practise setting up at least 

every second session.



Always set up desks before the modelling for that lesson (prior to the fishbowl). This 

way, once students have participated in the modelling, they will be able to return to 

their desks already set up. If you do the modelling, then set up the desks, students 

can be overwhelmed by receiving and having to act on both instructions at once. 



Put your place value blocks in easy -to-

collect tubs or build mesh bags of mini ôplace 

value banksõ that contain 1 thousand, 12 

hundreds, 12 tens and 12 ones. 

Place value block 
collection  stations 
or pre -counted sets


