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Mystery numbers 
         Activity 1 

Focus of activity: Finding missing numbers in number bond sentences. 

Working together: conceptual understanding 
• In advance, write 6 + 4 = 10 on a strip of card, 7 + 3 = 10 on another, and 5 + 2 = 7, 7 – 2 = 5, 18 +

2 = 20 and 20 – 2 = 18 on other cards. Make a card sleeve which you can move to cover any
number in the sentences.

• Show children 10 pegs on a coat hanger. Ascertain that there are 10 pegs. Whilst children close
their eyes, cover the last 4 with a cloth. Cover 4 in the 6 + 4 = 10 number sentence.

• Show children both the coat hanger and the number sentence. Explain that they are going to
work out the mystery number. We need to work out what number we add to 6 to make 10. Ask
children to hold up 6 fingers. How many more do you need to make 10? Reveal the hidden pegs
and the mystery number to confirm.

• Move the card sleeve to hide the 4. Sometimes the first number is the mystery number. We know
that 4 and 6 makes 10, so the mystery number is 4. Show this on the pegs too, covering the first 4
pegs with a cloth.

• Ask children to close their eyes whilst you hide the last 3 pegs on the coat hanger and cover 3 in
the 7 + 3 = 10 number sentence. Children open their eyes. They discuss in pairs what they think
the mystery number is. Move the cloth and card sleeve to confirm.

• Repeat, but hiding the first 7 pegs and 7 in the number sentence. This is easy, it’s the same
number bond but with a different number hidden!

• Show 7 pegs on the coat hanger. As children close their eyes, hide the last 2 pegs and hide 2 in
the number sentence. Children work out what number is hidden.

• Hide the 2 on the 7 – 2 = 5 card. Point out that this time we have a subtraction number sentence.
Show 7 pegs on the coat hanger. Children close their eyes as you take 2 off and hide them behind
your back. Can children work out the mystery number on the card, the number of pegs you have
taken off the coat hanger? Reveal both to check.

• Hide 18 in the 18 + 2 = 20 number sentence. Can children work out the hidden number? What
number goes with 2 to make 20?

• Hide 2 in the 20 – 2 = 18 sentence. What can we take from 20 to leave 18? 2! Because we know
that 18 and 2 make 20, so if we take off 2 we are left with 18.

Up for a challenge?  
Hide 7 in the 7 – 2 = 5 number sentence. Can children guess which number is hidden? Repeat with 8 
– 3 = 5, hiding the 8. We have a mystery number, we take off 3 and are left with 5. So we must have
had 3 and 5 to begin with. How many is that?

Now it’s the children’s turn: 
• Children take it in turns to choose a number sentence whilst their partner closes their eyes.

They hide one of the numbers in the sentence with a cube. Their partner opens their eyes. If
they can guess the hidden number, they keep the cube. Keep on taking turns until one person
wins 5 cubes.

• Go round the group and observe children as they play. Which positions cause most difficulty?
(This is likely to be the first number in the number sentence.) Model with pegs if necessary.
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S-t-r-e-t-c-h:
If children cope well, ask them to always hide the first number.

Things to remember 
Remember that when we see a number sentence with an empty box, we can think of the box as 
hiding a mystery number. We can use our number bonds to help us to work out the mystery number. 
Use the cards again, hiding different numbers to before. Are children more confident in working out 
the mystery numbers?  
You may want to add something that has emerged from the activity. This may refer to 
misconceptions or mistakes made. 

Resources 
• 10 pegs, a coat hanger and a cloth
• Strips of card with the following number

sentences: 6 + 4 = 10, 7 + 3 = 10, 5 + 2 = 7,
7 – 2 = 5, 18 + 2 = 20 and 20 – 2 = 18, and
a card sleeve to cover any number

• Number bond sentences (see child
instructions, cut up)

• Cubes big enough to cover a number in
the sentences

Outcomes 
1. Children can work out the second number in

number bond additions and subtractions.
2. Children begin to work out the first number in

number bond additions and subtractions.
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Work in pairs

Things you will need:
• A set of number sentences
• Cubes

What to do:

• Spread the number sentences out on the table so that you can read them.

• Whilst your partner closes their eyes, choose a number sentence and cover one of
the numbers with a cube.

• Your partner opens their eyes.
Can they guess the mystery number?
If so, they keep the cube.
If not, put the number sentence back.

• Swap roles and repeat.

• Carry on taking turns until one person has 5 cubes to win.

Mystery numbers
Activity 1

S-t-r-e-t-c-h:

Learning outcomes:

Cover the first number in the number sentences each time. 

• I can work out the second number in number bond additions and subtractions.
• I am beginning to work out the first number in number bond additions and subtractions.
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Mystery numbers
Activity 1

5 + 5 = 10 8 + 2 = 10

10 - 5 = 10     10 - 3 = 7

7 + 2 = 9   6 + 3 = 9

9 - 2 = 7   9 - 8 = 1

5 + 3 = 8    6 + 2 = 8
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Mystery numbers
Activity 1

  8 - 1 = 7    8 - 4 = 4

  4 + 2 = 6    6 - 3 = 3

15 + 5 = 20     20 - 5 = 15

16 + 4 = 20  17 + 3 = 20

20 - 10 = 10   20 - 9 = 11
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Inbetweenies 
         Activity 2 

Focus of activity: Placing numbers on a 0 to 100 beaded line. Comparing 2-digit numbers. 

Working together: conceptual understanding 
• Show children an enlarged 0 to 100 beaded line (see child instructions). Count in 10s along the

line from 0 to 100.
• Shuffle the 10s cards, and the 1s cards from a set of place value cards and place face down in two

piles. Ask a child to take the top card from each pile and make a 2-digit number, e.g. 36. Where
does this number belong on the line? Ask children to describe where it belongs rather than just
pointing. Agree that it belongs between 30 and 40, and is just after half way between 30 and 40,
as 35 is half way between 30 and 40.

• Repeat for each child, encouraging them to describe where numbers belong, e.g. between 50
and 60, nearer to 50 than 60, just before 70, just after 80, half way between 20 and 30.

• Ask a pair to take six cards. They use them to make three 2-digit numbers. Challenge them to put
them in order, smallest first. Do the rest of the group agree?

• Repeat for each pair.

Up for a challenge?  
Play the game using landmarked lines (see child instructions). This is like a beaded line, but all the 
beads have disappeared! 

Now it’s the children’s turn: 
• Child A shuffles a pack of 1 to 9 cards and takes four to make a pair of two-digit numbers,

marking them on a beaded line. They can use the digit cards in any order they like. Child B
takes the next two and tries to use them to make a number between. If they can, they win a
point. If not, child A wins the point. Swap roles and repeat.

• Go round the group and mark their placing of numbers, e.g. initially after the first game.

S-t-r-e-t-c-h:
If children cope well, ask them to use a landmarked line instead of a beaded line.
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Things to remember 
Remember that the first digit in a number tells us very roughly where the number belongs on the line, 
e.g. in 48, the 4 tells us it has four 10s and so belongs between 40 and 50. The next digit tells us
where the number belongs between the two 10s numbers, e.g. 40 and 50. Ask a child to think of a 2-
digit number and mark its position (but not label it) on the large 0 to 100 landmarked line. Can the
rest of the group guess their number, or be very close? Repeat.
You may want to add something that has emerged from the activity. This may refer to
misconceptions or mistakes made.

Resources 
• Place value cards (10s and 1s)
• 1 to 9 digit cards
• Large 0 to 100 beaded line and 0 to

100 landmarked line (see child
instructions, enlarged to A3)

• 0 to 100 beaded and landmarked
lines (see child instructions,
preferably enlarged to A3)

Outcomes 
1. Children can place 2-digit numbers on a 0 to 100

beaded line.
2. Children can compare 2-digit numbers.
3. Children begin to place 2-digit numbers on a 0 to

100 landmarked line.
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Work in pairs

Things you will need:
• A set of 1 to 9 digit cards
• 0 to 100 landmarked lines
• Two coloured pencils

What to do:

• Shuffle the cards and place face down. Take the top four. Use them in any order
that you like to make two 2-digit numbers. Use your coloured pencil to mark these
on the first beaded line, writing the numbers underneath the marks.

• The other person takes the next two cards and uses them in either order to make
a 2-digit number. They use their coloured pencil to mark this number on the line.
Can they make a number which goes between your two numbers?
If so they win a point. If not, you win the point.

• Play again on a new line, but the other person shuffles the cards and takes the
first four this time.

• Keep playing, taking it in turns to take the first four cards.

Inbetweenies
Activity 2

S-t-r-e-t-c-h:

Learning outcomes:

Play on the landmarked line instead of the beaded line. 

• I can place 2-digit numbers on a 0 to 100 beaded line.
• I can compare 2-digit numbers.
• I am beginning to place 2-digit numbers on a 0 to 100 landmarked line.

503020 40
27 4635
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Inbetweenies
Activity 2

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100
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Inbetweenies
Activity 2

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100
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Inbetweenies
Activity 2

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100

0         10          20          30           40 50 60 70 80 90  100
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