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The Concrete to Abstract Continuum
It is important that, in learning mathematics, students be allowed to explore and develop understandings 
by moving along a concrete to abstract continuum. As understanding develops, this movement along the 
continuum is not necessarily linear. Students may at one point be working abstractly but when a new idea or 
context arises, they need to return to a concrete starting point. Therefore, the teacher must be prepared to 
engage students at different points along the continuum. 

In addition, what is concrete and what is abstract is not always obvious and can vary according to the thinking 
processes of the individual. For example, when considering a problem about the total number of pencils, 
some students might find it more concrete to use pictures of pencils as a means of representing the situation. 
Other students might find coins more concrete because they directly associate money with the purchasing or 
having of a pencil.

As well, teachers need to be aware that different aspects of a task might involve different levels of 
concreteness or abstractness. Consider the following situational question involving subtraction:

Roger’s mother placed 12 apples in a bowl on the centre of the table. The next day, Roger counted only 
8 apples in the bowl. How many apples had been taken out of the bowl?

Depending upon how the question is expected to be solved (or if there is any specific expectation), this 
question can be approached abstractly (using symbolic number statements), concretely (e.g., using 
manipulatives, pictures, role play), or both. 

This document 
explains the 
movement from 
concrete to abstract 
concepts in math.


