
Kindergarten Family Math Night - A Success 

Story 

Family Math Night 

Ailsa Craig is a kindergarten teacher at Willingdon Elementary School in Bellaview, 

ON. As part of her own Additional Qualifications course (P/J Mathematics, 

Specialist), Ms. Craig devised a practical, enjoyable, and successful way to involve 

her student's parents in their children's math learning. 

When Ms. Craig started her project, she wanted an activity that would involve her 

students and their parents in learning math concepts. After conducting background 

research into the topic, she found that quite a bit of study had been done looking at 

how parents could help children read; far less had been done looking at how parents 

could help their children learn math. Ms. Craig was inspired to try a Family Math 

Night. 

Her first Family Math Night was held several years ago in the spring. It was meant to 

act as a celebration and demonstration of what her kindergarten students had learned 

over the school year. Ms. Craig shared activities and materials with parents to help 

them understand what math skills had been taught in the classroom. While it was well 

attended and parents indicated they enjoyed it, several commented that they wished 

that the Family Math Night had been held earlier in the school year. 

The following fall, Ms. Craig decided to expand Family Math Night by holding 

several Family Math Nights at the start of year. The fall Family Math Nights would 

allow Ms. Craig to show parents the steps and process of how their children were 

going to learn math, with the children participating with their parents. Ms. Craig's 

plan was to have parents play games and practice doing hands-on activities with their 

child during several monthly evening meetings in her classroom; the parents could 

then do those same activities at home with their child. Each activity or game was 

planned so parents could use regular household items and materials that could be 

bought for little or no money; in this way, cost was eliminated as an excuse to not do 

the activities. 

Ms. Craig began to instill the expectation that parents would attend from the start of 

the school year in order to foster high parent participation. She sent reminders to 

parents one week and one day before a Family Math Night. Ms. Craig also worked to 

generate enthusiasm in her students about the upcoming activities, so that they would 

encourage their parents to attend. She tried to be flexible when childcare was 



unavailable and siblings might have to attend; no parent was prevented from 

participating when possible. 

Ms. Craig suspected that the math activities she used might be more "hands-on" than 

what parents had encountered when they were learning math concepts in school. One 

goal would be to help the parents understand how much learning was going on 

through the various learning games. She decided to share handouts that would tell the 

parents how the math activities taught a skill and how that skill related to the Ontario 

Curriculum. 

How Did It Go? 

During the first fall Family Math Night, the parents arrived with their children in Ms. 

Craig's classroom. Ms. Craig had parents go to activity stations with their children. 

When she had tried this set-up during the first spring Family Math Night, the students 

had been very successful at showing the parents how to do the activity. However, 

since this group of children was not yet familiar with the activities or with 

participating in stations, and since many of the parents did not read the instructions 

provided, the activities did not go smoothly. 

During the next Family Math Night, one major element was changed. This time, 

students had practiced and played one or more of the available activities before 

Family Math Night. Their parents could start at one of the stations while waiting for 

everyone else to arrive. During this first activity, the children taught their parents how 

to do one specific activity, or how to play one game, keeping them occupied and the 

group organized. 

When the parents and children had arrived, Ms. Craig worked with them on eight 

different math learning activities that they could do at home. Rather than going to 

individual activity centers, everyone learned and did all eight activities together. The 

activities were not played or done to completion since Ms. Craig's goal was to 

introduce parents to the activity. Each activity was tried and practiced as a group until 

all parents and children understood how it worked; then they moved on to the next 

activity. 

At the end of the evening, each parent and child received a packet with directions and 

instructions for all the games or activities taught that evening. If applicable, Ms. Craig 

provided "home extension ideas," suggestions on how parents could take the concept 

and use it in related areas or activities. 

With the new structure, Ms. Craig found the Family Math Night to be a bit more 

noisy, but the children were better able to stay on task. Children learned how to play 



the games or do the activities together and they used what they knew to teach their 

parents how to do the same activity. 

Ms. Craig was surprised by how well attended subsequent Family Nights were. The 

feedback she received from participating parents was very positive. At the end of her 

project she concluded that parents really did want to help their children with their 

learning; the opportunities to do so are not always provided for them. 

Tips 

If you are interested in trying a Family Math Night, here are some tips and sample 

activities that Ms. Craig shared: 

1. Set up the expectation that the parents will participate: 

During the first four days of kindergarten, parents often come to school with their 

children. During that time, Ms. Craig and other school staff have the opportunity to do 

academic screening, talk with parents about their children, and basically get to know 

each other. Last fall, Ms. Craig took the opportunity to discuss her project with the 

parents as an opportunity to help them help their child. She developed and used an 

"Intent to Participate Form," which helped them to come regularly. Ms. Craig gave 

them the Family Night dates so they could plan ahead. She always sent reminders the 

week before and day before a Family Night. And finally, Ms. Craig would tell her 

students, ahead of time, what the various activities would be to get them excited about 

an upcoming Family Math Night. 

2. Use inexpensive and easily accessible materials. 

Ms. Craig recommends that you choose materials that parents can find at home or buy 

cheaply. 

Activity #1: Bowling. This is an activity that Ms. Craig found to be a favorite with 

kids. The purpose is to help students learn how to subtract numbers from 6; however, 

it could be done with more or fewer objects depending on the number with which you 

want to practice subtraction. 

Take six golf tees, and place them upside down on a table or board. The golf tees are 

your bowling pins; use a 25-cent coin as your bowling ball. Take a sheet of paper and 

write down six minus blank equals blank like this: 

6 -____F = _____D 

 



Write this several times on the sheet - this is your recording sheet. Set up the six 

"bowling pins." Share with your child that the number six is the same as the number 

of bowling pins with which you are starting. Then, take your quarter "bowling ball" 

and spin or slide it into the golf tees. The down arrow next to the number subtracted 

from six is where you record the number of pins that fell down; the up arrow is next to 

the space where you record the number of pins still standing. The up and down 

arrows can be used as visual cues as you work together to fill in the blanks for each 

frame! 

However, filling in the numbers and the answer is not enough. You should talk your 

child through the problem aloud. For example, ask "How many did you knock down?" 

and "How many are still standing?" as the child records the answers in the blank 

spaces. Then, help them to talk through the problem, saying "Six subtract – the minus 

sign tells you to take away - the number that fell down. How many are left standing 

after?" 

By doing this activity, you are starting to get your child used to the ideas and words 

involved in subtraction. 

3. Emphasize the need to talk "mathematically." 

One goal of the Family Math Night activities is to reinforce math terms and concepts 

covered in the classroom by having parents do the activities at home. Ms. Craig notes 

that parents should be encouraged to use math words and to speak mathematically, so 

they can instill in their children the vocabulary and concepts of the mathematics 

lessons they do in the classroom. 

Activity #2: Dice Game. The purpose of this activity is to help students learn to add up 

to the number twelve; again, it could be adapted down to 6 or up to 18 or more, 

depending on the number of dice you use. 

Set up a sheet of paper with two columns and write the numbers 2 to 12. The numbers 

can be written regularly, by "tracing" numbers or with a blank space next to the 

number to practice writing the numbers. Roll the dice. Count how many dots you have 

and color in the space in the column where you find the answer. You can also trace 

the correct number. So, if you roll a 4 then you trace the number 4 or color in the 

space next to the 4. You can also count the number of dots aloud, then say the number 

while tracing it; in this way you not only reinforce the number name, you get to 

practice writing numbers. When you do this activity with a partner, the first one to fill 

all the spaces in one of the columns wins the game. The level of accomplishment can 

be variable. Children can count dots if they are just learning to count; when they can 

recognize numbers, then you can try to teach them to count what number of dots are 



on the other die, in addition to those on the first die. For example, if you have four on 

one die, and three on the next, then after determining that there are four on the first, 

count the dots on the second die by saying "4 (for the number of dots on the first die,) 

5, 6, 7." By saying the additional numbers aloud, you reinforce the concept of 

“counting on” and encourage speaking mathematically. 

4. Always include a math activity with food! 

Ms. Craig noted that food is always a favourite, and she always tries to have at least 

one math activity that results in something you can eat. 

Activity #3: The Doorbell Rang. The purpose of this activity is to demonstrate sharing 

as the foundation of division. 

Families were given copies of “The Doorbell Rang” by Pat Hutchins. In this story, 

Ma makes a batch of one dozen chocolate chip cookies for her children Victoria and 

Sam. Each child has six cookies. But when the doorbell rings and friends drop by, the 

cookies must be shared. The doorbell rings again, and again, and again...until there is 

only one cookie for each child. What happens if the doorbell rings again? Will the 

cookies be divided? Will Ma make more cookies? Or will a special visitor surprise 

everyone? Families are given cut-out cookies with which to act out the story.  

At the end of the Family Math night, families are given real cookies to share and to 

celebrate their participation. 


