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Introduction
The early years of education are critical for setting students on a 
path toward lifelong academic success, yet recent assessments 
reveal that many young learners in the U.S. are struggling to 
reach grade-level proficiency in literacy and math by third grade. 
According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), literacy and math proficiency among students in grades 
K–3 have shown concerning trends in recent years, with 
proficiency rates dropping to below 40% in some states.

Research highlights the need for a holistic approach to 
early learning, emphasizing that literacy and math skills are 
intertwined. Early exposure to both literacy and math provides 
children with essential cognitive tools that support each 
other, creating a strong foundation for continued learning. For 
administrators and educators, addressing these intertwined 
skills not only enhances student outcomes but also aligns with 
educational performance goals and addresses gaps in traditional 
early education models. This report will explore why a dual 
focus on literacy and math is essential and examine strategies 
educators can adopt to engage early learners and foster 
foundational skills that pave the way for academic achievement 
across disciplines.

The Critical Connection 
Between Literacy and Math Skills
Research consistently demonstrates that early literacy and 
math skills are interdependent, each reinforcing the other to 
enhance overall cognitive development. However, disparities 
in instructional time and student performance in these areas 
highlight the need for a more balanced approach in  
early education.

Instructional Time Allocation
Studies indicate that early learners often receive more 
instructional time in literacy than in math. For example, a study 
by the Early Learning Network found that in preschool settings, 
children spend significantly more time on literacy activities 
compared to math. This imbalance may stem from a traditional 
emphasis on reading skills in early education, potentially limiting 
opportunities for math skill development. Under-prioritizing math 
may also impact a child’s ability to develop logical and analytical 
skills, which support literacy and broader cognitive growth.
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Student Performance in Literacy  
and Math
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
provides insight into student performance in literacy and math. 
Recent data reveal concerning trends:

• Reading: In 2022, the average reading score for 9-year-olds 
declined by 5 points compared to 2020, marking the largest 
drop since 1990.

• Mathematics: The same period saw a 7-point decline in 
average math scores for 9-year-olds, the first-ever recorded 
decrease in this subject.

These declines suggest that both literacy and math skills are 
facing challenges, underscoring the importance of addressing 
both areas in early education.

Interconnected Skill Development
The relationship between literacy and math is bidirectional:

• Language Skills in Math: Proficiency in language aids in 
understanding math problems, particularly word problems 
that require reading comprehension.

• Numeracy and Literacy: Early numeracy skills contribute  
to literacy development by enhancing logical thinking  
and pattern recognition, which are essential for  
reading comprehension.

A balanced focus on both literacy and math not only improves 
performance in each area but also fosters overall cognitive 
development, preparing students for future academic success. 
While early education has traditionally emphasized literacy, 
emerging evidence highlights the necessity of integrating math 
instruction to support holistic cognitive growth. Addressing the 
current disparities in instructional time and performance between 
these subjects is crucial for developing well-rounded learners.

A Balanced Approach to Early Learning
A balanced approach to early learning doesn’t just mean equal 
time spent on math and literacy; it’s about creating a seamless 
connection between these subjects so that students see them 
as complementary rather than separate. Here are some practical 
strategies to integrate math into literacy activities and vice versa, 
giving educators clear, actionable ways to foster a cohesive 
learning experience in the classroom.
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Math in Literacy: Incorporating 
Numeracy into Storytelling and 
Reading Comprehension
Story Problems as Reading Practice

• Strategy: Use books and stories that naturally incorporate 
math concepts. For instance, while reading a book that 
involves animals or objects, prompt students with questions 
like, “How many ducks are there? If two more join, how many 
would there be?”

• Instructional Practice: Follow up the reading with a story 
problem activity where students create their own math 
problems based on a part of the story. This reinforces both 
comprehension and math application, while helping  
students make connections between narrative elements  
and numerical relationships.

Counting and Sequencing in Stories

• Strategy: Use counting books or stories that involve 
sequences (e.g., “Five Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed”). 
During reading, ask students to predict what will happen next 
and calculate changes in quantity as the story unfolds.

• Instructional Practice: After reading, invite students to create 
a visual representation of the story’s sequence, such as a 
simple chart or drawing, which encourages them to apply 
both math and comprehension skills. This method helps 
reinforce number sequencing and comprehension through 
hands-on engagement.

Literacy in Math: Integrating Language 
Skills into Math Lessons
Vocabulary Building through Math Concepts

• Strategy: Introduce math-specific vocabulary alongside 
language concepts. For instance, when teaching shapes, 
discuss descriptive terms like “sides,” “corners,” and “edges.” 
Encourage students to use these words in sentences, helping 
to reinforce their understanding of both math and language.

• Instructional Practice: Incorporate math vocabulary 
flashcards with visuals and encourage students to describe 
math problems using these terms. For instance, instead of just 
identifying a triangle, students might say, “A triangle has three 
sides.” This process strengthens their language skills while 
deepening their math understanding.

Writing in Math—Math Journals

• Strategy: Encourage students to keep math journals where 
they write about how they solve problems. For example, 
after completing a counting activity, they might write, “First, 
I counted the apples in groups of two. Then, I added them 
together to get six.”

• Instructional Practice: Use journaling prompts that require 
students to explain their problem-solving steps or how they 
felt about a challenging problem. This practice not only 
enhances comprehension but also encourages students to 
articulate their thought processes, bridging the gap between 
literacy and math.
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Cross-Disciplinary Projects:  
Blending Literacy and Math  
for Practical Applications
Measurement and Estimation Through Narrative

• Strategy: After reading a story that involves size or 
measurement (e.g., a character crossing a bridge), bring 
in a math activity to estimate and measure distances. Ask 
questions like, “How far did the character travel? Let’s use a 
ruler to measure.”

• Instructional Practice: Set up a measurement station where 
students can practice measuring items of different lengths 
and relate them to the story. By connecting a narrative to 
a hands-on math activity, students better understand the 
practical applications of both skills.

Using Graphs and Charts to Track Story Elements

• Strategy: Select a story with recurring elements (e.g., animals 
appearing on different pages) and ask students to keep track 
using a tally chart. For example, “Let’s count how many times 
the fox appears in the story.”

• Instructional Practice: After tallying, guide students in 
creating a bar graph or pictogram to visualize their data. This 
reinforces both math skills (counting, data interpretation) 
and literacy skills (tracking story elements), encouraging 
students to make analytical connections between the text and 
quantitative data.

Engaging Early Learners: Making 
Learning Interactive and Enjoyable
Incorporating Movement and Music

• Strategy: Use songs or chants that incorporate counting 
or rhyming patterns. Songs like “The Ants Go Marching” 
combine rhythm with number sequences, making both math 
and literacy memorable through repetition.

• Instructional Practice: Pair these songs with physical 
movements (e.g., marching, clapping) to reinforce counting 
and sequencing, which support numeracy, rhythm, and 
language development.

Manipulatives and Visual Aids in Story Retelling

• Strategy: Use math manipulatives (like blocks or counters) 
during story retelling. For example, if reading a story about 
sharing, use manipulatives to demonstrate how many items 
each character receives.

• Instructional Practice: After the activity, ask students to 
retell the story using the manipulatives, explaining the math 
behind the plot. This tactile learning experience supports 
comprehension, visualization, and math skills in a concrete, 
relatable way.
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Connecting It All: Instructional 
Strategies for Educators
To help educators bring these ideas to life in the classroom, here 
are some suggested instructional strategies:

• Lesson Planning with Integration in Mind: When designing 
a lesson, look for natural opportunities to bridge literacy and 
math. For example, during a reading lesson, consider how you 
can incorporate counting or sequencing activities.

• Using Data to Guide Instruction: Regularly assess both 
literacy and math skills to identify areas for improvement. Use 
assessment data to plan integrated activities that address 
gaps, ensuring students build a balanced skill set.

• Collaborative Learning: Encourage students to work in 
pairs or small groups on cross-disciplinary projects. Peer 
discussions around concepts like measurement, counting, 
and descriptive language support both social and cognitive 
development, giving students a chance to learn from each 
other while reinforcing math and literacy skills.

• Reinforcement through Repetition and Routine: Develop 
classroom routines that incorporate both literacy and 
math every day, such as a morning meeting that includes 
a story problem or a daily journal entry about a math 
concept. Repeated practice in both areas reinforces their 
interconnectedness and helps establish a learning routine 
that prioritizes both skills.

Conclusion
The intertwined relationship between literacy and math in early 
education is essential for developing well-rounded, cognitively 
prepared students who can excel across academic disciplines. 
As the data from recent assessments reveals, proficiency in 
these foundational areas is slipping, making it crucial to adopt  
an integrated approach that supports both literacy and  
numeracy development.

By bringing math principles into literacy activities and weaving 
language skills into math instruction, educators create a 
dynamic learning environment where students can naturally 
draw connections and see the relevance of each subject to 
their overall growth. The strategies outlined in this report—such 
as using story-based math problems, vocabulary building in 
math lessons, and cross-disciplinary projects—are practical 
steps educators can implement immediately, fostering both 
engagement and deeper understanding in young learners.

Ultimately, this balanced approach supports not only subject-
specific skills but also critical cognitive functions like problem-
solving, logical reasoning, and comprehension, which will serve 
students throughout their educational journey. By starting 
with small steps, such as adding story-based math problems 
or math journals to daily routines, educators can create the 
interconnected foundation that supports academic success 
across all areas. As schools strive to improve academic 
outcomes, integrating literacy and math in the early years lays 
a powerful foundation, equipping students with the tools they 
need for sustained academic success and a lifelong love  
of learning.
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