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UNDERSTANDING
THE VALUE OF
MATH THEIR WAY
BLACKLINE
MASTERS IN EARLY
EDUCATION

In  the  landscape  of
e a r l y  c h i l d h o o d
m a t h e m a t i c s
e d u c a t i o n ,  f e w
resources  have  stood
the  test  of  t ime  as
effectively as the Math
Their  Way Blackline
Masters.  Developed
as  part  of  the  larger
M a t h  T h e i r  W a y
curr icu lum,  these
r e p r o d u c i b l e

w o r k s h e e t s  a n d
activity  pages  provide
teachers  and  parents
with a practical, hands-
o n  a p p r o a c h  t o
building  foundational
math  ski l ls.  Unlike
traditional  textbook
drills,  the  Blackline
Masters  emphasize
c o n c e p t u a l
understanding  through
concrete  experiences,
pattern  recognition,
a n d  i n t e r a c t i v e
problem-solving.  This
article  explores  the
origins,  structure,  and
practical  applications
of  these  materials,
offering  a
comprehensive  guide
for  educators  seeking
t o  e n r i c h  t h e i r
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m a t h e m a t i c s
instruction.

What Is
the Math
Their
Way
Program?
Before  diving  into  the
Blackl ine  Masters
themselves, it is crucial
to  understand  the
broader  educational
phi losophy  behind
them.  The  Math  Their
Way  program  was
pioneered by Dr. Mary
Baratta-Lorton  in  the
1970s and 1980s as a
response  to  the  need
for  developmentally
appropr iate  math
i n s t r u c t i o n .  T h e
approach  centers  on
the  idea  that  children
learn  mathematical

concepts  best  when
they  can  manipulate
concrete  objects,  see
patterns  in  the  world
around  them,  and
connec t  abs t rac t
symbols  to  physical
exper iences .  The
curriculum  is  widely
used  in  kindergarten
and  first-grade
classrooms,  though
e l e m e n t s  a r e
applicable  through
second  grade.
The core of Math Their
W a y  i s  a  s p i r a l
cur r i cu lum  t h a t
revisits  key  concepts
such as number sense,
counting,  sort ing,
g r a p h i n g ,
measurement,  and
geometry  through
progressively  more
complex activities. The
p r o g r a m  a l s o
emphasizes the use of
math  manipulatives
such  as  Unifix  cubes,
p a t t e r n  b l o c k s ,
g e o b o a r d s ,  a n d
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counting  bears.  The
Blackline Masters serve
a s  t h e  p r i n t e d
c o m p o n e n t  t h a t
supports  and  extends
t h e s e  h a n d s - o n
explorations.

The Role
of
Blackline
Masters
in the
Curriculu
m
Blackline  Masters
a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y
reproducible  master
copies  of  worksheets,
g a m e  b o a r d s ,
recording  sheets,  and
assessment  tools  that
t e a c h e r s  c a n

photocopy  for  their
s t u d e n t s .  I n  t h e
context  of  Math  Their
Way,  these  masters
are  carefully  designed
t o  a l i g n  w i t h  t h e
program's  learning
objectives.  They  are
not  meant  to  replace
the hands-on activities
but rather to provide a
way  for  children  to
record  their  thinking,
practice  skills,  and
d e m o n s t r a t e
understanding  in  a
tangible  format.
O n e  o f  t h e
distinguishing  features
of  Math  Their  Way
Blackline  Masters  is
their  emphasis  on
open-ended  tasks.
Instead of focusing on
rote  memorization,
many  worksheets  ask
children to draw, write
numbers,  complete
patterns,  or  explain
their  reasoning.  This
a l i g n s  w i t h  t h e
program’s  belief  that
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math is a language to
be  discovered,  not  a
se t  o f  f a c t s  t o  be
memorized.

Key
Compone
nts of the
Blackline
Masters
Set
The  complete  set  of
Math  The i r  Way
Blackline  Masters  is
o r g a n i z e d  i n t o
thematic  units  that
f o l l o w  t h e  s a m e
s t r u c t u r e  a s  t h e
teacher’s  guide.  While
individual editions may
v a r y ,  t h e  c o r e
components  typically
include  the  following
categories:

Counting and
Number
Recognition
Sheets: Pages
that ask children
to count objects,
write
corresponding
numerals, and
match quantities
to numbers.
Pattern
Recording
Pages:
Worksheets
where students
extend, create,
and describe
patterns using
colors, shapes, or
numbers.
Graphing
Templates:
Simple bar graph
and pictograph
templates for
collecting and
representing
data from
classroom
surveys or
science



Math Their Way Blackline Masters 5

5

experiments.
Measurement
Record Sheets:
Pages for
recording length,
weight, capacity,
or time using
non-standard
units such as
paper clips or
cubes.
Geometry
Exploration
Pages: Blackline
masters that
guide children in
identifying,
sorting, and
describing
shapes, as well
as composing
new shapes from
smaller ones.
Game Boards
and Spinners:
Reproducible
math games that
reinforce skills
such as addition,
subtraction, and
number
sequencing in a

fun, cooperative
setting.
Home-School
Connection
Pages: Simple
activities that
parents can do
with their
children to
practice math
concepts at
home.

This  diversity  ensures
that  the  Blackl ine
Masters are not merely
busywork  but  integral
parts of a well-rounded
math curriculum.

Benefits
of Using
These
Reproduc
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ible
Materials
T e a c h e r s  a n d
homeschooling parents
often turn to the Math
Their  Way Blackline
Masters because they
offer  several  unique
a d v a n t a g e s  o v e r
g e n e r i c  m a t h
worksheets:

Alignment with1.
Developmental
Stages: Every
worksheet is
designed with
young children’s
cognitive abilities
in mind. The
tasks are neither
too simplistic nor
overly complex,
and they often
include visual
cues that support
emergent
readers.
Concrete-to-2.

Abstract
Progression:
The Blackline
Masters
consistently
encourage
children to move
from using
physical objects
to drawing
representations
to writing
symbols. For
example, a
counting page
might first ask
students to place
cubes on
outlined spaces,
then to color the
correct number
of squares, and
finally to write
the numeral.
Integrated3.
Assessment:
Many masters
serve as informal
assessments,
allowing teachers
to quickly see
which students
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have grasped a
concept and
which need
additional
support. Because
the activities are
open-ended,
student work
reveals their
thinking process.
Time-Saving4.
Resource:
Teachers
appreciate
having ready-to-
use masters that
match the exact
lessons they are
teaching. This
eliminates the
need to create
worksheets from
scratch or search
for supplemental
materials that
may not align
with the Math
Their Way
philosophy.
Cost-Effective:5.
The reproducible
nature of the

Blackline Masters
means that one
purchase can
serve an entire
class for many
years. Since
copies can be
made as needed,
there is no need
to buy individual
workbooks for
each student.

How to
Effectivel
y Use
Math
Their
Way
Blackline
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Masters
in the
Classroo

m
To get the most out of
these  resou rces ,
educators  shou ld
i n t e g r a t e  t h e m
thoughtfully  into  their
daily  math  routines.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
practical  strategies
based  on  the  Math
Their Way approach:

START WITH
CONCRETE
MANIPULATIVES

Before handing out any
printed  sheet,  allow
children to explore the
concept  using  real
objects.  For  example,
before  using  a  “Grab
and  Count”  blackline
master,  have students

phys ica l l y  g rab  a
handful of Unifix cubes,
count  them,  and then
record the result on the
sheet.  This  ensures
that the worksheet is a
recording tool, not the
pr imary  source  of
learning.

USE MASTERS AS
EXTENSION OR
CENTER ACTIVITIES

Many Blackline Masters
are  well-suited  for
m a t h  s t a t i o n s  o r
independent  practice.
After  a  whole-group
lesson, set up a center
where  students  can
work  on  a  specific
workshee t  w i th  a
partner.  For  example,
the  “Pattern  Strips”
master  can  be  used
alongside  pattern
blocks  for  hands-on
r e p l i c a t i o n  a n d
extension.
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ENCOURAGE
DISCUSSION AND

REFLECTION

W h e n  s t u d e n t s
complete  a  Blackline
Master,  take  a  few
minutes  to  discuss
their  answers.  Ask
questions  like,  “How
did  you  know  how
many  to  count?”  or
“Show me another way
to make that pattern.”
This  verbal  processing
d e e p e n s  t h e i r
understanding  and
s t r e n g t h e n s
m a t h e m a t i c a l
l a n g u a g e
development.

DIFFERENTIATE
WITH MULTIPLE
VERSIONS

Since the masters are
reproducible,  teachers
can easily modify them
to  meet  individual
learning  needs.  For
students  who  need

more  support,  you
might  pre-fill  some
numbers  or  provide  a
simplified  version.  For
advanced learners, add
an  extension  question
at  the  bottom  of  the
page, such as “Write a
number  story  for  this
picture.”

Sample
Activities
from the
Blackline
Masters
Collection
To give  you a  clearer
picture  of  what  these
resources  look  like  in
action, here are a few
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e
examples  drawn  from
the Math Their  Way



10

10 Math Their Way Blackline
Masters

2024-01-07

Blackline  Masters
series:
Activity 1: The “Grab
a n d  C o u n t ”
Recording  Sheet
This  classic  master
features several empty
boxes. Students grab a
handful  of  counters
(e.g.,  pennies,  beans,
cubes),  place  them in
the  first  box,  count
them,  and  write  the
number  in  the  space
provided.  Then  they
repeat  with  a  different
handful.  This  activity
reinforces  one-to-one
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,
counting accuracy, and
number writing.
Activity 2: “Find the
Pattern” Strips
This  page  includes
several rows of shapes
or colors with a pattern
t h a t  i s  p a r t i a l l y
completed.  Students
must  determine  the
repeating  rule  and
extend the pattern by

drawing or coloring the
next  few  items.  For
example, a strip might
show  red,  blue,  red,
blue,  red,  ____.  The
child  would  color  the
next square blue. This
b u i l d s  a l g e b r a i c
thinking  and  logical
reasoning.
Activity  3:  Class
Graph  Templates
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
beloved  b lack l ine
masters  is  the  simple
bar  graph  grid.  After
the  class  conducts  a
survey—such as “What
i s  y o u r  f a v o r i t e
fruit?”—each  student
co lors  one  square
above their choice. The
r e s u l t i n g  g r a p h
becomes  a  v i sua l
representation of  data
that  the  whole  class
can discuss. Questions
like  “Which  has  the
m o s t ?  H o w  m a n y
more?”  naturally  arise
from the activity.
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Activity 4: Geoboard
Record Sheets
These masters  display
small  grids  that  look
like  a  geoboard.  After
creating a shape on an
ac tua l  geoboard ,
students  draw  the
shape  on  the  paper
grid  using  connecting
l i n e s .  T h i s  h e l p s
chi ldren  v isual ize
geometric  properties
and  develop  spatial
awareness.

Aligning
Blackline
Masters
with
Standard
s
While Math Their  Way
predates many modern

state  standards,  the
concepts  covered  by
the  Blackline  Masters
al ign  wel l  with  the
Common Core State
S t a n d a r d s  f o r
M a t h e m a t i c s
(CCSSM)  and  other
e a r l y  l e a r n i n g
f r a m e w o r k s .  F o r
instance,  counting
s h e e t s  s u p p o r t
standards like K.CC.B.4
(understanding  the
relationship  between
n u m b e r s  a n d
q u a n t i t i e s ) ,  a n d
pattern  act iv i t ies
support operations and
algebraic  thinking.
Teachers  using  these
masters  can  easily
note  which  standards
are  being  addressed,
making lesson planning
and  reporting  more
straightforward.

Where to
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Find Math
Their
Way
Blackline

Masters
Although  the  original
M a t h  T h e i r  W a y
materials  went  out  of
print for a time, many
resources  are  st i l l
avai lable  through
educational  publishers
a n d  o n l i n e
marketplaces.  The
classic  book  “Math
Their  Way”  (by  Mary
B a r a t t a - L o r t o n )
i n c l u d e s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
appendix  of  blackline
masters,  and  some
websites  offer  digital
versions for download.
Additionally,  teachers
h a v e  c r e a t e d

s u p p l e m e n t a r y
m a s t e r s  t h a t
c o m p l e m e n t  t h e
original program. When
searching, ensure that
the  masters  you  use
are faithful to the Math
Their  Way  philosophy:
h a n d s - o n ,  c h i l d -
centered,  and focused
o n  c o n c e p t u a l
understanding.

Tips for
Homesch
ooling
Parents
Homeschoolers find the
Math  The i r  Way
Blackline  Masters
particularly  valuable
because  they  provide
structure without being
overly  prescriptive.
Here are a few tips for
using them in a home
setting:
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Build a
manipulative kit
with common
household items
like buttons,
dried beans,
pasta shapes,
and small toys.
Use the masters
as recording
sheets for your
child’s
explorations.
Involve your
child in choosing
which master to
complete. The
open-ended
nature means
there is often no
single “right”
answer, fostering
a positive
attitude toward
math.
Keep a portfolio
of completed
masters to track
progress over
the year.
Because many
tasks are

repeated at
different
difficulty levels,
you can see
growth in
counting
accuracy,
neatness, and
number sense.

Conclusio
n
The Math Their Way
Blackline  Masters
remain a powerful tool
for  any  educator  or
parent  committed  to
b u i l d i n g  s t r o n g
m a t h e m a t i c a l
foundations  in  young
children.  By  bridging
t h e  g a p  b e t w e e n
concrete  hands-on
learning  and  abstract
s y m b o l i c
representation,  these
r e p r o d u c i b l e
worksheets  support  a
teaching approach that
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values  understanding
over  memorization.
Whether  used  in  a
bustling  kindergarten
classroom  or  a  quiet
h o m e s c h o o l i n g
env i ronment ,  the
Blackl ine  Masters
provide  structure,
a s s e s s m e n t
opportunities,  and  a
wealth  of  engaging
activities  that  keep

children excited about
m a t h .  A s  y o u
incorporate  these
resources  into  your
teaching,  remember
that  the ultimate goal
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  t o
complete a page but to
cult ivate  a  last ing
c u r i o s i t y  a n d
confidence in the world
o f  n u m b e r s  a n d
patterns.


