
  
Starting from the beginning: how to learn times tables (adapted from Herts for 
Learning Blog 20th April 2020) 

Many schools ask parents to help at home with the learning of multiplication tables. 
We think of it, like regular reading, as an area where parents’ support is really 
beneficial. What we need to do is be more specific about ‘how’ to support this at 
home. This blog aims to support the ‘how’ to learn a multiplication table (from the 
beginning) and then also how to rehearse and maintain it. 

First, to be clear about the expectations within the National Curriculum from Year 2 
onwards, there is specific reference to the recall of multiplication and division facts. It 
should be acknowledged that some pupils find learning their tables harder than 
others and so this may not be a smooth path but the general expectations are: 

Year 1 – Count in multiples of twos, fives and tens 

Year 2 – Recall and use multiplication and division facts for the 2, 5 and 10 
multiplication tables 

Year 3 – Recall and use multiplication and division facts for the 3, 4 and 8 
multiplication tables 

Year 4 – Recall multiplication and division facts for multiplication tables up to 
12 x 12 

Starting from the beginning: 

If a child is learning, for example, the 3 x table for the first time, we need to set out a 
path. This should include: 

  

 
  

A lot of what is thought of as practice for multiplication tables, e.g. games using 
speed of recall, in reality actually falls under the rehearse and recall phases, rather 
than the initial learning, as they rely on children already having some base 
knowledge to draw upon. When children begin learning a new multiplication table, it 
is important to give time for exploration and building a picture of what is happening, 
allowing the opportunity to physically make the facts and then rehearse them in a 
range of ways before focusing on the memory and retrieval. 

At the ‘learning’ phase, children benefit from seeing the multiplication table build up 
from the beginning, looking first at one group of the amount (e.g. 1 group / row of 3) 
and then building up by adding another group / row of 3 each time and seeing what 
the total becomes. This helps children to link multiplication to repeated addition, e.g. 
linking 4 x 3 (four rows of three) to 3 + 3 + 3 + 3   and knowing that both make 12. 

Any small resource that there are lots of can be used for this. At school, this might be 
cubes but at home, small toys would work equally well – cars, beads or even a 
handful of dried pasta. For the purposes of this example, I have borrowed my son’s 
collection of dinosaurs. 



  
A selection of the arrays (equal rows) are shown. The child would build each in turn, 
working up through 1x, 2x, 3x, 4x… and talk about each one, noticing how another 
group / row of 3 is added each time. 

  

 
  

As a note here, it is also good at this stage to talk about no groups / no rows of 3. If 
there were no groups of 3 dinosaurs, there are 0. This reinforces the idea that 0 x 3 = 
0. 

Counting and tracking the number of groups on fingers is really important to help 
children understand one lot more or less as well as to build up a familiar pattern of 
multiples ready to learn facts. Avoid counting in multiples at the beginning if you want 
to build a good understanding of relationships between facts. Children generally 
begin by counting every object in a row at the beginning of skip counting. Help this 
by encouraging children to ‘whisper’ numbers that are not a times table fact, touching 
each object and shouting the number of the object at the end of the rows. For 
example… 

  

 
  

In this array, the child might point to each object starting top right, move along the 
row whispering 1, 2 and shouting 3, move to the next row whispering 4, 5 and 
shouting 6 etc. They repeat this on their fingers; tapping a finger and whispering 1, 2 
and shouting 3.  Over time, encourage children to miss out the ‘whisper numbers’ 
and skip count more.  Finger tracking at this stage is crucial to help children 



  
negotiate the number of groups. We can make it more efficient once children can 
skip count by asking… Do we need to count up from 0? If you can remember your 
5th fact, could you count on from there? 

A nice thing to do at this point (with arrays of small items still available) is to turn the 
facts into a set of cards with the ‘question’ on one side and the ‘answer’ on the back: 

  

 
  

Once these cards have been made, there are lots of options for playing with them; 
first of all, in order to build some memory recall and then, once the child is starting to 
remember what is on the back, moving to playing with them out of order to further 
secure the learning. The point here is about taking time to build confidence and 
develop memory. Repeated rehearsal should strengthen the memory so don’t rush 
to reach the out of order and speed rounds. 

  

 
  

Keep it light and manageable: 



  
• The process needs to be broken up into several steps to maintain motivation and 

concentration and to build up rehearsal. 
• Think about whether to stick to one multiplication table at a time or return to 

explore a small number of less well remembered facts. It is not a race to learn 
them all as fast as possible. Focusing on one family or set at a time will allow the 
child further opportunities to build confidence and develop a more lasting and 
meaningful memory of the facts. 

• Play and create your own games with the cards; whether playing against a partner 
or children creating their own new rules for using the cards. 

• Ask questions such as, “Which facts do you think you already remember?” “Which 
facts do you think are harder to remember? Why is that?” “How can we remember 
them?” “How could you use other facts you do remember to help?” This helps 
children to take more ownership in the learning of facts they see as ‘harder’ to 
remember (see Further Professional Development Opportunities below for more 
on this). 

• Once you feel a multiplication table has been cracked, keep the cards safe and 
return to them after a break of a week or two. Revisiting tables to keep them fresh 
will also help to embed the learning. 

Continue the rehearsal: 

Once you feel a particular multiplication table is becoming secure, two further 
elements are needed: application of the knowledge (helping children see when they 
might need to use them) and also continued rehearsal. This helps to maintain the 
memory. Application might be about noticing how the knowledge can be used in 
everyday life or in other areas of their mathematics learning. 

 The main messages: 

Take each multiplication table one at a time. There is a logical order which usually 
works; 2s, 5s and 10s first (usually around Year 2), 3s, 4s and 8s next (usually 
around Year 3), then 11s, 6s, 9s, 12s and then 7s come later (usually around Year 
4). 

Take time to develop an understanding and then memory of each multiplication table 
rather than skipping to recall; this comes later.   

It takes time for most children to develop their memory recall of the full set to 12×12 
(and some do struggle more than others to do this) so developing and personalising 
the approach is important. 

Once a table has been rehearsed and is fairly secure, remember to revisit it again 
and again to keep if fresh. 

 


