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Early Childhood Geometry: Let’s Get in Shape! 
Dr. Carrie S. Cutler, Collaborative for Children 

www.carriecutler.com   carriecutler@hotmail.com 
 

Good early mathematics is broader and deeper than early practice on “school skills.”  
Quality mathematics is a joy, not a pressure.  

It emerges from children’s play, their curiosity, and their natural ability to think. 
–Doug Clements & Julie Sarama, 2009 

 
What Geometry Concepts Are DAP for Preschool?  

Texas End of Year PreK Guidelines for Math 
 
Geometry and Spatial Sense 
• V.C.1 Names common shapes (rhombus, square, triangle, circle, rectangle) 
• V.C.2 Makes shapes (with dough, drawing, etc.) 
• V.C.3 Uses positional words (over, under, beside, between, etc.) 
• V.C.4 Knows turning or sliding doesn’t change shape 
 

Whole Group Geometry Tasks 
Shape Hopscotch 
Materials: using sidewalk chalk (outside) or masking tape (inside) make a simple hopscotch pattern with 
eleven sections then draw a shape in each section, stone or bean bag  
Instructions: Have children take turns hopping on the squares, calling out the shape names as they land on 
them. Next have children toss a small stone or bean bag and play traditional hopscotch skipping the section 
where the stone landed. Have the child name an object that is the same shape as the shape the stone landed 
on. Next round, call out a pattern for kids to hop on such as, “circle, square, square, triangle.” 
 
Shape Story for Circle Time 
Materials: index cards with shapes drawn on them (one per child) 
Instructions: Make up a story with lots of shapes in it. Each time your story mentions a shape, have the children with the 
corresponding cards hold them up. For example, your story might go like this: “Once upon a time, there were some children 
eating some snacks. They ate some crackers shaped like circles. Then they ate some cheese slices that looked like rectangles. 
When they got thirsty, they drank from cups with circle openings. They wiped their mouths with napkins that were folded into 
triangles.” 
 
Erase a Triangle 
Materials: White board or chalkboard with many triangles and a few other shapes drawn on it 
Instructions: Have child erase or cross out all the triangles. Next time focus on another shape. Make sure the shapes are 
presented in a variety of orientations and styles, i.e. not all triangles are equilateral. 
 
Pass the Shapes 
Materials: index cards with shapes drawn on them (for a whole class activity, use about 4-5 cards; for small group use 2 cards), 
music played on a CD player 
Instructions: Have the children sit in a circle and pass the card to the person next to them as the music plays. Whenever you 
stop the music, have the children holding a shape card hold them up and name the shape. Continue the game, substituting other 
shape cards as desired. 
 
If We Didn’t Have Circles 
Materials: paper and crayons or markers for making books 
Instructions: Talk about the usefulness of various shapes in real world objects. Discuss the circle and rectangle in particular. 
Circles make handy wheels for cars and bikes, Ferris wheels, and so on. Rectangles make great doors, windows, and table tops. 
What would happen if we didn’t have rectangles? What shape would we use for our doors? How would triangular doors look? 
How would triangular doors work? Make a class book. Title the book: If We Didn’t Have Circles… or If We Didn’t Have 
Rectangles… 
 

http://www.collab4children.org/
http://www.carriecutler.com/
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Teacher-Led Workstations 
Transform 
Materials: playdough 
Instructions: Sit across from a small group of students. Make a sphere with your playdough, then have the students do the 
same. When all the students have made a ball (“You can call it a ball. Or I call it a sphere.”) then have them “transform” the 
dough into another 3D shape such as a cone, cylinder, cube, etc. 

 
 

Fishing for Shapes 
Materials: shapes cut from foam with a metal paper clip attached to each, string with magnet attached to 
end, shallow tub (water optional) 
Instructions: Say a shape out loud. Have the child “fish” for that shape. When the correct shape is found, 
talk about its attributes (number of sides, etc.). Next round, instead of saying the name of a shape, give 
clues such as, “Fish for a shape with four sides that are all the same length.” Next round, give clues such 
as, “Fish for a shape that looks like a clock face.” 
 

Shape Memory 
Materials: index cards with shapes drawn on them (four of each shape) 
Instructions: Have children sit in a semi circle across from you. Set out two or three shape cards where the children can see 
them. Then ask the children to close their eyes while you remove one card. Have the children open their eyes and guess which 
card you removed. 
 
Shark Teeth 

Materials: gray construction paper (one per child), white construction paper folded into triangles (3 per child), 
scissors, glue 
Instructions: Have children draw an oval on the gray construction paper to represent the shark’s head. Ask them 
how they might use the white construction paper triangles to make shark teeth. They may do this by snipping the 

end points of each of the three triangles. Glue the small triangles to the oval. Draw eyes, etc. Ask them what they might do with 
the leftover white construction paper. Fins possibly?  
 
 
3D Shape Sort 
Materials: Have students bring empty food cartons, jars, cans, etc. from home 
Instructions: Place items in a center. Have children sort the items into three piles. Ask: Why did you sort these objects this 
way? How are these things alike or different? Do these objects roll? lay flat? slide? How many sides do these objects have? 
Does it have points? curves? Is there another way to sort these objects? How? What shape/solid does this remind you of? Why?  
 
Painted Prints Positional Words 
Materials: paint, various kitchen utensils to make paint prints (forks, spatulas, handles, plastic lids, tops of pans, cheese graters, 
slotted spoons, basting brushes, etc.) 
Instructions: Children use the kitchen stuff to make prints in the art center. The prints must fill up the entire paper but not 
overlap. When finished, they describe the paint prints using shape and positional words such as beside, under, over, next to, 
between, up, down, top, bottom. 
 
Look, Make, Fix 
Materials: pattern blocks 
Instructions: Without showing the children, create a design using a few pattern blocks. LOOK: Show the design to children but 
ask them not to recreate the design yet. Cover the design again. MAKE: Children try to recreate the design. FIX: Show the 
design again and have them “fix” their design so that it is an exact copy. 
 
 

Independent Workstations 
 

HOW BIG IS YOUR KISS? 
 

Materials:  Vaseline, marker, split peas, index cards 
Instructions: Work with a group of four or five kids. Write your name on an index card. Put a dab of Vaseline on your lips. 
Kiss your card. Trace around your kiss with a marker. Cover your kiss with split peas. Make sure you lay the peas flat, edge to 
edge, as you cover your kiss. Count the number of peas to find the area of your kiss. Make a graph to show the area of the 
kisses of each member of your group. 
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Straw Triangles 
Materials: straws, playdough or clay 
Instructions: Children cut straws to different lengths. Children roll small ball of clay to join three lengths of straws to make a 
triangle. Emphasize that a triangle has three sides. Have children make as many different triangles as possible.  
 
Missing Dot Triangles 
Materials: dot stickers, crayons, paper, ruler or straight edge (optional) 
Instructions: On several sheets of paper, place two dots. The dots may be in the same position on each sheet of paper or you 
may vary the position. Have the child place a third dot, then connect the dots to form a triangle. Emphasize that a triangle has 
three sides (the lines) and three corners (the dots). Have the child repeat as many times as possible, place the third dot in a 
different position each time. Compare the triangles and discuss the similarities and differences between them. 
 
Circles and Cans 
Materials: food cans of different sizes, construction paper (cut in half), markers 
Instructions: Display several food cans and discuss their shape (round) with children. Shift focus to the bottom 
and top of the can (bases). Point out to children that these areas are circular; the edges are circles. Trace 
several food cans onto construction paper. Shuffle the papers. Have the children match the cans to the traced 
circles. 
 
Shape Rubbings 
Materials: construction paper, unwrapped crayons, several geometric shapes made of foam or plastic taped 
securely to the table (attribute blocks work well) 
Instructions: Have child rub a crayon over the paper. Have them name the shapes, count how many of each, etc. 
Afterwards, if desired, you may label or have the child label each shape. 
 

Hidden Shapes 
Materials: white paper with shapes written with white crayon, watercolors, bowls of water 
Instructions: Give each child a sheet of white paper with a shape written with white crayon all over it. Let the 
children brush the watercolors over the paper to reveal the hidden shape. Repeat with all of the basic shapes. 

If desired, you may compile the shape sheets to make a booklet for the child to take home. 
 
Shape Books 
Materials: magazines, scissors, glue 
Instructions: Make a shape book. Label the pages--sphere, cone, rectangular prism, and cylinder. Look through the magazines. 
Cut out pictures that show geometric figures. Glue the pictures to the correct page in your Shape Book. 
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Books Recommended for Teaching About Shapes and Spatial Reasoning 

Book  Brief Summary Mathematics Teaching Idea 

 
Bertier, Anne. 
Wednesday. New 
York: Enchanted 
Lion Books, 2014.  

GEOMETRIC SHAPES 
Friends Little Round and Big Square 
decompose and join together to make 
interesting images. 

 
Help children cut apart circles and squares to 
make designs. Glue the shapes onto paper, 
laminate, and use to illustrate a class book. 

Carter, David, A. 
Whoo? Whoo? New 
York: Simon and 
Schuster, 2007.  

Children lift flaps of cut-out shapes to discover 
animals made from them. 

Children use pattern blocks or tangrams to create 
animal shapes. 

Hall, Michael. 
Perfect Square. New 
York: Greenwillow 
Books, 2011. 

A square transforms into a variety of creative 
pictures including a fountain, a park, a garden, 
and a mountain. 

Give children paper shapes to combine in 
interesting ways to create designs. Have children 
glue their favorite designs to paper and make a 
class book. 

Intriago, Patricia. 
Dot. New York: 
Margaret Ferguson 
Books, 2011.  

A single dot can convey unique messages by 
simple manipulation. It can look yummy or 
yucky, heavy or light, and more. 

Children create dot pictures that convey messages 
(e.g., excited and bored or high and low.) 

Light, Steve. Have 
You Seen My 
Monster? 
Cambridge, MA: 
Candlewick Press, 
2015.  

Shapes of all sorts (including nonagons and 
heptagons) appear at the fair. But where is the 
monster? 

Children use stickers to label shapes found in the 
environment—dot stickers for circles, square 
sticky notes for squares, rectangular sticky notes 
for rectangles. 

Schoonmaker, 
Elizabeth. Square 
Cat. New York: 
Aladdin, 2011.  

Eula, a square cat, feels out of place in a world 
of donuts and hoop earrings. She learns that 
being different is not necessarily a bad thing. 

Ask “What if there were no circles?” Children 
can draw a picture or describe what bicycles or 
cars would look like. 

 
George, Lindsay 
Barrett. Inside 
Mouse. Outside 
Mouse. New York, 
NY: Greenwillow 
Books, 2004.  

POSITIONAL WORDS 
Two mice live in different environments (inside 
and outside) of a house but share similar 
behaviors. 

 
Children use stuffed animals or felt pieces to act 
out the movements of the mice in the story. 
Emphasize the positional words. 

Redding, Sue. Up 
Above & Down 
Below. San 
Francisco: Chronicle 
Books, 2006.  

Rhyming text reveals the animal and human 
inhabitants in varied environments. Dogs go for 
a stroll above the subway lines and scarecrows 
keep guard above a rabbit family’s burrow. 

Children go on a scavenger hunt to find out what 
is (a) above the sink, (b) under the teacher’s desk, 
(c) inside the filing cabinet drawer, (d) outside 
the school’s front door, and (e) on top of the 
playground slide. At the last stop there is a 
surprise such as a treat or book to be read. 

Schaefer, Lola M. 
What’s Up, What’s 
Down? illus. 
Barbara Bash. New 
York: Greenwillow 
Books, 2002.  

Children take the perspective of different 
animals as they look up (as if they were a mole) 
and down (as if they were a bird) to view the 
world.  

Have children sit under a table, look up and tell 
what they see, then sit at the top of the 
playground slide, look down and tell what they 
see. Have children discuss how their perspective 
changes with different views. 

 



 5 

 
Geometry Teaching Tips 

1. More than just naming shapes. 
2. Introduce both 2D and 3D shapes and give children experience drawing, tracing, and making shapes with clay. 
3. Encourage children to sort shapes and describe why objects are not alike. 
4. Have children compose (combine) and decompose (take apart) 2D and 3D shapes to create new shapes. 
5. Show shapes in various orientations. 
6. Show examples and nonexamples of shapes. 
7. Build spatial relations by commenting on positional situations that occur daily. For example, “Tillie is climbing the 

steps to the slide. Quinn is next, and last is Zeb.” 
8. Help children to “see” shapes in their world. 
9. Use a variety of materials, gross and fine motor skills, and ample hands-on experience to build concepts. 
10. Make permanent records of children’s creations (photos, sketches, descriptions). 
11. Use correct vocabulary to name and describe shapes and their attributes. 


