
 

   
Mathematical Snack Time  

in the Early Years 

Introduction  

Think of snack time in the Early Years setting and you may not necessarily think maths. Snack time is 

a daily routine in many early years settings, offering many wonderful opportunities for learning 

including personal, social and emotional development.  Snack times can also be a manageable and 

effective means of offering a range of rich opportunities for mathematical learning. 

General Principles of Mathematical Snack Time Activities  

Children revel in the responsibilities given and enjoy 

the experience of helping each other to solve 

problems during snack time. Food and drink items 

are selected carefully by the practitioner so that 

problems of increasing difficulty are experienced by 

the children over time. By working together, the 

children identify the problem for themselves and 

decide upon a solution. At its simplest level this may 

be recognising an item is missing and collecting it.  At 

a more complex level this could be dividing into fair 

portions. The most important thing is that the 

provision of the snack is ‘sabotaged’ by the 

practitioner in some way so that the children have to 

both identify the problems and solve them for 

themselves.  Children, therefore, need time to 

experience and understand the problem and engage 

in reasoning about possible solutions.  

Cara and Keisha were trying to solve a 

problem of only having 3 crackers left and 4 

children without a cracker. 

Cara: “That’s a tricky problem cos there’s 

only 3 left?” (looking at a plate with 3 

crackers left on it)  

Adult: “Why is that a problem?” 

Cara: “We need 4” (pointing to the 4 

remaining children and counting) “1, 2, 3, 4”  

Adult: “So how can we solve the problem?” 

Cara and Keisha simultaneously offered 

different solutions. 

Cara: “Cut that one in half”  

Keisha: “Get 1 more” 

 



 

Whilst the different snack activities are presented here as a suggested sequence, practitioners can 

amend, develop and adapt the activities to meet the needs of the children.  Practitioners and children 

will also add in their own ideas for problems to solve at snack time. The activities are designed for 

individual snack times outside of free-flow but have been successfully adapted and used in free-flow 

snack (for example snack bars or snack tables).  They could be used in all early years settings. 

Over time, children come to expect a problem and seek solutions more readily. This ability to predict 

and anticipate both problem and solution is an opportunity to observe deeper understanding in a 

meaningful and practical way. 

These activities have been found to work well with small groups of between 4-8 children but could be 

adapted for more children. Ideally, the children will have an area where they can independently collect 

items of food or drink that they need or place remaining or left over items. You might also include a 

bin or composter for waste to be counted into (or subtracted from the total on the table). 

For each activity, the practitioner can add exciting layers of challenge. With both food items and 

utensils, focusing on the principles of size and shape, or drawing attention to ‘what’s the same’ and 

‘what’s different’. This encourages and enhances the opportunities for the children to engage in 

reasoning when finding solutions or explaining why they have or have not chosen a specific item. Be 

prepared for wonderful conversations as the children try to reason their choices. 

Expect things to go ‘wrong’ and celebrate these as opportunities for learning. Often, it is when things 

‘go wrong’ that the children really support each other and the clarity with which they explain their 

mathematical reasoning develops.  Food dropped on the floor, cups filled to overflowing and an 

additional child joining the group half way through are all opportunities for the children to solve 

problems and so provide rich opportunities for mathematical learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion of red themed snacks after each child took one 

item: 

Antonio held up his tomato to Ben and said, “We’ve got the 

same”.  Antonio and Ben both held up their tomatoes.  

Cherice said, “I’ve got a strawberry” and David nodded “I’ve 

picked strawberry”.  The adult saw the opportunity to see if 

the children understood that there were an equal number of 

strawberries and tomatoes and asked, “So have we got more 

strawberries or more tomatoes?”  Cherice responded with 

her mouth full, “tomatoes!” and smiled “Mine’s gone!”  

 



 

Mathematical Learning  

 

Snack time problems can include aspects of counting, estimating and comparing.  This can focus on 

the number or size of food items, containers or utensils and also with the quantity of liquid/food or 

the capacity of containers and utensils.  Children can also begin to see composition of number through 

grouping a number of food items in different ways (for example number bonds).   

          

There are many opportunities to discuss more/less at snack time and also to count a number from a 

larger group (for example, take five carrot sticks).  Challenge in terms of comparing length can be 

provided through cutting drinking straws, cucumber sticks, carrot sticks, breadsticks, etc to different 

lengths.   

 

Children can develop counting skills through the matching of one item to one plate or child and be 

supported to say one number name for each item as they count.  Children can be encouraged to say 

the number names in the correct order.  Practitioners can model this but also, as it becomes 

appropriate to the child’s developing capabilities, deliberately use the wrong order and count 

incorrectly for the children to correct and help them count accurately.   

 

 

 

 

Practitioners can include small lidded bowls or boxes to provide additional challenge for a group where 

food items are hidden or covered from view and encourage children to count on from the number in 

the box when provided with more.  Children might also arrange their quantity of food items on their 

plate in different ways drawing their attention to the fact that there are the same number however 

they are ordered or arranged.  

All children were comparing their carrots, Chloe held up 

her carrot and declared, “look at mine, it’s massive!” 

 

In a snack time with red and green grapes cut in half.  Layeesha picked up two red halves and 

put them together, “I’ve made a whole one”.  Connor picked up two halves of different colours 

and said “I’ve got two”. Layeesha took Connor’s halves and said, “no that’s one… look” and 

stuck the halves together.  Connor took back his halves, looked at them and put them together 

and apart, together and apart before eating them.   

 

Tom held up his breadstick to Abbie and said, “measure it, cos 

I’m gonna eat mine and then it will be little”.  Tom and Abbie 

measured, munched and re-measured, laughing as their bread 

sticks got shorter and shorter.  

 



 

   

The most important thing here is that children should 

identify problems for themselves rather than the adult 

directing them. Children should be encouraged to 

explain their thinking and engage in reasoning about 

what has gone wrong and possible solutions.  Some 

children will talk through their thinking, others will 

gesture and demonstrate depending upon their speech 

and language skills. 

What you will need 

Utensils 

 

Provide the children with a range of spoons of different 

sizes and textures to add layers of challenge to the 

activity.  Choose some utensils which are inappropriate 

to the task so that they have the opportunity to reason 

why the spoon with the holes in is not a good choice (for 

example).  

 

Containers 

Providing children with different sized 

containers/dishes cues them into the amount of 

food to be collected.  The spoon chosen may 

relate to the size of container and the food type. 

 Children need to experience overflowing cups and 

containers, spoons that are inappropriate for the 

size/shape of the container or for the food type.  

They need to experience running out of food/drink  

 

and finding strategies to manage ‘broken bits’ of 

food in order to solve these problems for 

themselves. 

 

Maddie asked to have one of the 

larger pieces, “can I have that 

one?” The adult wanted to 

encourage reasoning so asked her, 

“why?” and Maddie replied, “it’s the 

biggest, I’m 3 now!”  The adult 

replied, “I’m 43”.  After a brief 

silence Maddie responded, saying 

“you’ll need 2!”  

 

Ricki watched children selecting a cup each.  She spotted a 

pattern and turned to Daisy and said, “if you have this one 

(pointing at a green cup), it goes red green red green”, 

pointing around the group. 

 



 

 Mathematical Snack Times  

  

 

 

 

Tray 1a - Match 

For this tray ask one child to 

give out the milk from the tray 

to the other children. The tray 

will have the correct amount of 

milk and fruit to achieve 1:1 

correspondence.  

 

 

Tray 1b  - Make it match 

This is then sabotaged. The tray 

now has 1 less or 1 more milk 

or fruit than is required for the 

group. The children should be 

encouraged to identify the 

problem, solve the problem 

and request/collect / replace 

items as needed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tray 2a - Pour the drinks 

This tray should have two jugs, 

one containing milk, one water, 

and an incorrect number of cups 

for the group (initially one missing 

then more to increase challenge).  

It works best when there is less 

milk/water than required for the 

group as this will deepen the 

problem solving element. Ask one 

child to give out the beakers. As a 

group the children should find the 

problem and solution. This is 

where each child chooses to pour 

milk or water for themselves. Do 

not worry if the children fill their 

beakers very full, this is part of 

the experience.  When the 

milk/water runs out the children 

should work out how to solve the 

problem and request more. The 

children are solving problems 

involving capacity. We are also 

looking for children to use the 

language of ‘full’ ‘empty’, ‘half full’, 

etc.  

Eventually the children will begin 

to estimate how much to pour into 

their beaker to ensure that there is 

enough remaining for everyone to 

have a drink. Be prepared to refill 

the jug in the early stages.  

Tray 2b - A suitable straw 

Layer this problem by providing the 

children with different sized cups 

for their drink or different length 

straws. The children will quickly 

begin to select the appropriate 

length of straw for the beaker they 

have. Differently cut bendy straws 

can provide challenge too.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tray 3a - Spooning out 

For this snack time, children 

spoon food items such as raisins 

or cereal hoops from a shared 

bowl into small pots.  An 

incorrect number of pots 

provides the first problem and 

then a choice of spoons (one 

larger and one smaller) provides 

the second problem. The large 

spoon should be visibly too big 

for the child’s individual pot.  

Initially some children will over fill 

their pot and choose the biggest 

spoon regardless of size of 

container but eventually will 

begin to select the right spoon for 

the size of the pot and begin self-

regulating the amount they take.  

The number of spoons can be 

increased and the size difference 

between the spoons can be reduced 

to provide further challenge. 

 Tray 3b - Spoonfuls 

This can be expanded to include the 

counting of spoonfuls and the 

children using different spoons but 

trying to get the same amount as 

the other children (for example, 

three small spoonfuls is the same as 

one large spoonful).    

 

  

 

 

 

Tray 4a - Big biscuits, small 

biscuits broken biscuits 

Continuing with the incorrect 

number of items, this tray also 

provides problems with size.  The 

plate of biscuits should include 

different sizes of the same biscuit, 

for example cheese crackers. The 

children will initially take one 

biscuit regardless of size but 

through questioning, experience 

and modelling the children will 

begin to make reasoned 

comparisons about the size of the 

biscuit and may suggest having 

two small ones to equal one large 

one or breaking the larger biscuit 

into halves.  

Broken biscuits add another layer 

and opportunity for reasoning 

about solutions.  

Tray 4b - Long biscuits, round 

biscuits 

Introduce different shapes of the 

same item, for example circular 

and finger biscuits. This is an 

opportunity to observe reasoning 

as the children might assume one 

shape is the larger.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tray 5a - Cut and share: 

halving 

At its simplest level this snack 

time is whole items, such as 

apples or pancakes, that the 

children need to share 

between the number in the 

group so that they get half 

each.  The children need to 

work out how to halve a 

whole item. Adult support 

may be provided with cutting 

if prompted by the children.  

Further challenge can be 

provided by presenting not 

quite enough whole items for 

the group.  This requires the 

children to reason about the 

number of pieces to cut each 

whole into and how many 

pieces each person gets (for 

example sharing three 

pancakes between four 

children).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tray 5b - Cut and share: portions 

One whole to divide between the 

group provides a problem which  

generates lots of discussion 

including how to divide it and 

whether to leave any or use the 

whole item.  Cakes work well for 

this activity and different shape 

cakes can be used.  Cutting the 

whole randomly before presenting 

it to the group provides further 

challenge.    

Tray 5c Cut and share: fractions 

This snack time can then be 

extended to include different ways 

of cutting the whole into sections.  

A slice of toast cut into quarters, 

sixths and eighths requires children 

to recognise which are larger 

pieces. The children might initially 

take one of any size but then begin 

to recognise the unfairness when all 

of the quarters have been taken. 

They might then recognise that two 

eighths are the same as one quarter 

or three sixths the same as two 

quarters.  This leads to reasoning 

and problems solving around 

fractions and equivalence.  

Crumpets, tortillas and pancakes 

can also be used and present the 

fractions of a circular whole rather 

than a square slice of toast.   

On Lacey’s birthday, the adult took the whole cake on her 

own plate and thanked the children for bringing her the cake.  

The children giggled and chattered about why this was 

unfair.  They agreed that the cake should be cut.  The adult 

cut the cake into a large and a tiny piece and gave Lacey the 

small piece and kept the large piece for herself. Some 

children accepted this but others did not and the chatter 

began again. “No”, “don’t eat it”, “I haven’t got any” and “cut 

it again” were all comments from children. The adult cut the 

large piece again, cutting an even smaller piece and asked 

Lacey who should have it. Lacey chose a child who was 

given the even smaller piece.  Discussion began again and 

this time the children were far more specific where the cake 

should be cut and began to count how many children were 

in the group and how many pieces would be created by each 

cut. Eventually, everyone had a piece.  They were not all the 

same size but everyone was happy with the solution.    

 



 

 

 

 

 

Tray 6 - Different combinations 

With two bowls of similar but differently coloured or shaped food 

items (for example red grapes and green grapes) ask the children to 

take a given amount in a different combination to anyone else in the 

group. For example, for five grapes the children could take: 5 red, 1 

red / 4 green, 2 red / 3 green, 3 red / 2 green, 4 red / 1 green or 5 

green. For even further challenge, introduce a third bowl (for example 

black grapes) or ensure there are fewer combinations than children so 

the children can reason why it is impossible for each person to have a 

different combination. 

   

 
 

 

Essentially, this is a regular opportunity to have fun with mathematical learning and problem solving. 

The children will quickly gain in confidence and look forward to the different challenges available.  

Less confident mathematicians happily work alongside those with greater depth of understanding to 

achieve a shared outcome.  All children are able to access these activities and feel pride in the 

shared successes, even when things go wrong, a solution can always be found by working together. 

      

 

 

Robbie declared “I love a problem… 

Miss Smith always gets it wrong!” and 

then started counting the number of 

children sat around the table in 

anticipation of the problem. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


