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MAKING SENSE OF
NUMBERS: THE
POWER OF MATH
GAMES FOR PLACE
VALUE

Understanding place
value is one of the
most critical
milestones in a child’s
mathematical journey.
It is the foundation
upon which all future

arithmetic, from
addition and
subtraction to

multiplication, division,
and decimals, is built.
Yet, for many young
learners, the concept
that a digit’s value
changes based on its

position can be
abstract and confusing.
This is where engaging,
hands-on learning
becomes essential.
Instead of relying
solely on worksheets
and drills,
incorporating math
games for place
value transforms a
potentially dry topic
into an exciting
adventure. These
games not only
reinforce the concept
that numbers are made
of units, tens,
hundreds, and beyond
but also build number
sense, critical thinking,
and confidence.
Whether you are a
teacher looking for


https://db.whlcarchitecture.com/

fresh classroom
activities or a parent
seeking fun ways to
support learning at
home, this
comprehensive guide
will explore why place
value matters and how
interactive play can
make it stick.

WHY PLACE VALUE
IS THE
CORNERSTONE OF
NUMERACY

Before diving into
specific games, it is
worth taking a moment
to understand the
profound importance of
place value. In our
base-ten number
system, the position of
a digit determines its
meaning. For instance,
the “3” in 35
represents three tens,
while the “5”
represents five ones.
This positional logic
allows us to represent
large numbers

efficiently and perform
operations with ease.

When children struggle
with place value, they
often face difficulties
in:

e Comparing
numbers:
Understanding
why 142 is larger
than 98.

e Regrouping:
Carrying and
borrowing in
addition and
subtraction.

e Understanding
decimals:
Grasping that
numbers extend
to the right of
the decimal
point.

e Estimation and
rounding:
Developing
mental math
strategies.

Research consistently
shows that deep,
conceptual
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understanding of place
value - not just rote
memorization - is a
strong predictor of
later math success.
This is why place
value activities that
encourage hands-on
exploration and
problem-solving are so
effective. Math games
for place value provide
repeated exposure in a
low-stakes, playful
environment, allowing
children to experiment,
make mistakes, and
internalize the system
naturally.

KEY CONCEPTS TO
COVER THROUGH
GAMES

To maximize the
benefit of any place
value game, it helps to
be aware of the core
concepts these
activities should
address. Great games
often touch on multiple
concepts

simultaneously.

Understa
nding the
Base-Ten
System

Children need to see
that ten ones make a
ten, ten tens make a
hundred, and so on.
Games that wuse
physical manipulatives
like base-ten blocks,
popsicle sticks bundled
in groups of ten, or
even counting beans

help make this
grouping principle
concrete.

Reading
and



Writing
Numbers

Being able to read a
number like 3,247 and
understand that it
means three
thousands, two
hundreds, four tens,
and seven ones is a
direct goal. Games that
involve building
numbers from clues or
rolling dice to create
the largest or smallest
number reinforce this
skill.

Comparin
g and
Ordering

Once children grasp
place value, they can
compare numbers
using symbols like >,
<, and =. Games that

involve racing to the
highest number or
ordering a set of
numbers from least to
greatest provide
valuable practice.

Expanded
Form and

Word
Form

Breaking a number into
its expanded form
(e.g., 300 + 40 + 2)
reinforces the value of
each digit. Games that
require students to
match standard form
to expanded form or
word form build
flexibility in number
representation.

TOP MATH GAMES
FOR PLACE VALUE:
PLAYFUL
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LEARNINGMAT IT&rds evenly

BEST

Below is a curated list
of engaging math
games for place
value, categorized for
ease of use. Each
game can be adapted
for different grade
levels, from
kindergarten through
upper elementary.

1. Place
Value
War

Best for: Grades 1-3,
small groups or pairs.

This classic card game
is a simple yet
powerful way to
practice comparing
numbers. Remove face
cards from a standard
deck (or wuse a
specialized place value
deck). Shuffle and deal

among players. Each
player turns over the
top card of their pile.
The player with the
higher number wins
both cards. However,
the twist for place
value is to have each
player draw two or
more cards and
arrange them to create
the highest possible
number. For example,
if a player draws a 4
and a 7, they must
decide whether to
make 47 or 74. This
forces strategic
thinking about which
digit holds more value
depending on its
position. The player
with the greater
number wins the
round. Play continues
until one player
collects all the cards or
for a set time limit.

Why it works: “Place
Value War” directly
targets the idea that



the same digit can
represent different
values. It encourages
mental comparison and
quick decision-making.
You can easily increase
difficulty by  using
three-digit or four-digit
numbers.

2. Roll
and Build

Best for: Grades K-2,
independent or partner
work.

This hands-on game
uses dice and base-ten
blocks. Provide each
player with a set of
base-ten blocks (units,
rods, flats) and a place
value mat with
columns for ones, tens,
and hundreds. Players
take turns rolling a die.
The number rolled
represents how many
units they add to their
mat. However, the rule

of the game is that
once a column reaches
ten blocks, they must
regroup: ten units
become one rod (a
ten), and ten rods
become one flat (a
hundred). The first
player to build a flat, or
to reach a
predetermined number
(like 100 or 150), wins.
For increased
challenge, use two dice
and let players choose
which column to place
the sum in.

Why it works: This
game makes the
regrouping process
physical and visual.
Children literally
experience trading ten
loose ones for a ten-
stick, which cements
the place value
concept at a deep
level.
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3. Guess

Number

Best for: Grades 2-4,
whole class or small
group.

Modeled after the
classic “20 Questions,”
this game sharpens
place value vocabulary
and logical reasoning.
One player (the
teacher or a student)
thinks of a secret
number and provides a
range (e.g., between 0
and 999). Other
players take turns
asking yes-or-no
questions that rely on
place value concepts.
For example: “Is the
digit in the tens place
greater than 57" “Is
the number greater
than 350?” “Does the
ones digit equal 2?”

The game continues
until someone correctly
guesses the number.
The goal is to use as
few questions as
possible, which
encourages strategic
questioning.

Why it works:
Children must use
place value language
to form precise
questions. It reinforces
terms like “hundreds
digit,” “tens place,”
“expanded form,” and
“greater than/less
than.” It also builds
listening and deduction
skills.

4. Place
Value
Bingo

Best for: Grades 1-5,
whole class or small
groups.

Bingo is always a hit,



and a place value twist
makes it educational.
Create bingo cards
with numbers in
standard form (e.g.,
54, 230, 1,007).
Instead of calling out
the number itself, the
caller reads a clue
using expanded form,
word form, or a
description of the
digits. For example,
the caller might say, “I
have five tens and four
ones” for the number
54, or “I have two
hundreds, three tens,
and zero ones” for 230.
Players must listen
carefully to the clue,
decode it, and cover
the matching number
on their card. The first
to cover a row or the
entire card wins.

Why it works: This

game requires
students to convert
between different

representations of a
number, which is a

core place value skill. It
is easily differentiated
by using numbers of
varying complexity.

5. Place
Value
Puzzles

Best for: Grades 2-4,
centers or independent
work.

Create puzzle pieces
that match a number
in standard form with
its expanded form,
word form, and a base-
ten block picture. For
instance, one puzzle
might have “256” on
one piece, “200 + 50 +
6” on another, “two
hundred fifty-six” on a
third, and a picture of
two flats, five rods, and
six units on a fourth.
Students must find all
matching pieces and
assemble them into a
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complete set. You can
make these puzzles
from index cards or
use free templates
online. To gamify it
further, turn it into a
race: pairs compete to
complete the most
puzzles in a set time.

Why it works: Puzzles
give students a tactile,
visual way to connect
multiple number
representations. They
promote careful
observation and
reinforce that numbers
can be expressed in
many equivalent ways.

6. Race
to 100 (or
1,000)

Best for: Grades 1-3,
small groups.

Similar to “Roll and
Build,” Race to 100 is a
fast-paced game using

a place value board
and base-ten blocks or
counters. Each player
starts at zero. On their
turn, they roll one or
two dice and add that
many units to their
board. When a player
reaches ten units in the
ones column, they
trade them for a tens
rod. The first player to
trade ten tens for a
hundreds flat (or to
reach a total of exactly
100) wins. The same
game can be adapted
for Race to 1,000 with
three dice and flats. A
variation called “Race
to Zero” starts with a
hundred block and has
players subtract dice
rolls, trading larger
blocks for smaller ones
as needed.

Why it works: The

repeated act of
grouping and
regrouping in this

game is pure place
value practice. The



excitement of racing
against others
motivates repeated
play, and the game’s
structure naturally
reinforces the base-ten
pattern.

INCORPORATING
PLACE VALUE
GAMES INTO DAILY
LEARNING

Knowing which games
to play is only half the
battle. To truly
maximize learning,
consider these
strategies for
integrating teaching
place value through
play into your routine.

Start
Concrete,
Move to

10

Abstract

Begin with physical
manipulatives (base-
ten blocks, counters,
place value discs) for
younger children. As
students become more
comfortable, transition
to picture
representations, and
finally to symbolic work
(just digits and
expanded form).
Games can be a bridge
between these stages.

Use
Games
for
Warm-
Ups and

10

Math Games For Place Value 2023-01-28



Math Games For Place Value

11

Review

A five-minute round of
“Place Value War” or a
quick “Guess My
Number” activity can
be a perfect math
warm-up. It activates
prior knowledge and
sets a positive tone for
the lesson. Similarly,
using a game as a
review before a test
can be more engaging
than a worksheet.

Differenti
ate
Without
Stigma

Most of these games
can be easily
differentiated. For
students who need
more support, limit the
game to two-digit

11

numbers or use only
tens and ones. For
advanced learners,
introduce three-digit
numbers, decimals, or
large numbers with
thousands. Because
games feel like play,
students rarely notice
the different levels of
challenge.

Encourag
e Math

Talk

As children play,
encourage them to
verbalize their
thinking. Ask questions
like, “Why did you
place that digit in the
tens spot?” or “How
did you know that 10
ones become one
ten?” This language
helps solidify
understanding and
allows you to assess



their reasoning.

Create a
Game
Library

Set up a math game
station in vyour
classroom or at home.
Rotate the games
regularly to keep
interest high. Include
simple instructions and
all necessary materials
so students can play
independently or with
partners during free
time.

ONLINE VS.
OFFLINE: THE BEST
OF BOTH WORLDS

While hands-on
physical games are
incredibly valuable,
digital resources can
also play a role. Many
free or low-cost
websites and apps
offer interactive place
value activities that
provide instant
feedback and adaptive
challenges. For
example, games like
“Place Value Hockey”
or “Base Ten Fun” let
students manipulate
virtual blocks and
compare numbers.
However, digital games
should complement,
not replace, tactile

experiences. Young
children benefit
enormously from the
physical act
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