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Abstract
By the end of primary school, children are expected to acquire a range of mathematical skills that progressively develop. 
This study aimed to gain insight into how a large number of numerical and geometrical measures are grouped and 
whether the structures shift or remain invariant along child’s development based on the data obtained from a sample of 
1346 s to sixth grade children. On the basis of correlation analyses and exploratory factor analyses, we came up with an 
invariant four-factor structure for each grade. The four factors obtained were the following: (a) early and retrieval skills 
(subitizing, enumeration, number facts) (b) transcoding and ordinality skills, (c) numerical advanced skills and (d) visual-
spatial advanced skills. Confirmatory factor analyses showed that the four-factor model fits well to the data (RMSEA < 0.06, 
CFI > 0.95, GFI > 0.93, SRMR < 0.05) at all grades. The associations between the mathematical measures were captured in 
each factor and the revealed invariant structure is discussed and compared with previous classification models of math-
ematical skills. Given that the difficulties in learning mathematics is currently being viewed as a continuum of academic 
abilities instead of a distinct problem, the underlying invariant four-factor structure can facilitate experts and educators 
to better understand how a broad area of mathematical skills are related across the primary education, in order to carry 
our comprehensive assessment of both the mathematical strengths and weaknesses of their students and to apply the 
appropriate customized teaching strategies.

Keywords  Mathematical skills · Arithmetical skills geometrical skills · Primary education · Structural model · 
Mathematical learning difficulties · Dyscalculia

1  Introduction

By the end of primary school, children are expected to acquire a range of mathematical skills, especially in the domains 
of arithmetic and geometry (e.g., [1–3]). Many studies have focused on children’s numerical development, and especially, 
on their skills in the domain of natural numbers. Although mathematical learning formally starts at the beginning of 
the primary school (at 6 years of age in many countries, including Italy where the current study was carried out), it starts 
from infancy and it is constructed progressively, so that skills acquired earlier, even informally, become foundational 
for new more complex ones (e.g., [4, 5]). In this study, we aim to gain insight into how a broad range of numerical and 
visual-spatial measures that assess mathematical skills from early to advanced, are grouped in children from grades 2 to 
6, as well as whether these groups change or remain invariant in these years of important mathematical development.
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2 � Development of mathematical skills

Infant studies have shown that children are already equipped with two pre-verbal systems for numerical quantifica-
tion: the approximate number system (ANS or ‘analogue magnitude’), and the object tracking system (OTS or ‘parallel 
individuation’). The ANS is a system that supports the estimation of the numerosity of a set of elements without relying 
on language or symbols [6, 7]. The OTS is a pre-verbal system that enables the parallel individuation and tracking of 
objects as they move through space (e.g., [8]). The OTS, is considered to be the basis for subitzing, the fast and accurate 
assessment of a small number of dots (range 1 to 4 dots) ([9]. The ANS is typically assessed by determining the larger 
numerosity between two arrays of images (e.g. dots) that are presented very briefly on a computer screen. There is some 
positive evidence of a relationship between ANS’s precision and math achievement (see the meta-analysis of Schneider 
et al. [21]) although some studies failed to observe such relations [10, 11].

Similarly, knowledge of geometry is believed to be founded on at least two distinct, core cognitive systems [12]: the 
first is used to represent the shapes of large-scale navigable surface layouts and the second represents small-scale mov-
able forms and objects. The aforementioned numerical and geometrical early skills is indicative of the view of innate 
number sense (INS) as an innate sense, which is related to visual and auditory perception [13].

Building on these innate skills or parallel to those, new ones are developed, for example, preschool children learn the 
number-words sequence, and, through the counting principles [14], how to apply them when counting collections of 
objects. These skills are often measured by asking the children to determine how many items are in a collection, which 
refers to the enumeration process. When collections are very small (around 4 items or less) item by item enumeration is 
usually not necessary as another process takes place: the subitizing, which allows to determine precisely and very rapidly, 
the cardinal of the collection. This process is based on the OTS system mentioned just above. Some studies have found 
that subitizing and enumeration skills are significant precursors of later mathematical achievement [15, 16].

Once formally engaged in the primary school children consolidate their knowledge of the Arabic symbols including 
the complex rules of the positional system that allow them to combine digits to represent larger numerosities; they 
learn how to transcode numbers from one format to another (analogue, verbal, Arabic, see [17]), and how to compare 
[18] and order numbers [19]. Tasks like single- or multidigit-numbers comparison, numbers dictation, find the next and 
the previous number are typically used to assess these skills. The ability to understand, represent and compare Arabic 
numbers is considered a significant indicator of numerical competence [19–21].

Moreover, they start learning to add and subtract numbers in an increasingly sophisticated way. For example, to find 
the sum of 3 and 5, first a child utilizes the count all strategy: s/he first counts from “one” up to “three” usually on the fingers 
of one hand, then counts from “one” to “five” on the fingers of the other hand and then counts all of them together (e.g., 
1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8) to find the sum. Then s/he is expected to move to the count on strategy, counting from “three”, and 5 more 
(e.g., [3–8]) [22]. This shift requires full understanding of ordinality ([23]. Finally, s/he refines the strategy by starting to 
count on from the greater number, “five” (e.g., [6–8]). The latter strategy presumes that the child has already consolidated 
symbolic numerical magnitude in order to select the larger number to start with. Alternatively, s/he decomposes the 
addends, regrouping numbers as s/he feels more comfortable (e.g., 3 + 5 = 3 + 3 + 2 = 6 + 2 etc.). Being able to compute the 
sum 3 + 5 by counting on from "five", or by decomposing the addends, are skills that depend upon full understanding of 
the cardinal value and of the early symbolic quantitative knowledge that seems to partially depend upon consolidation 
of innate skills (e.g., [24, 25]). At this stage, they are about to develop the early number sense (ENS), in contrast to INS, 
includes learned skills that involve explicit number knowledge [13].

As pupils consolidate these basic math skills, they become progressively automatized with lighter cognitive costs. 
This, in turn, allows more advanced skills to be built upon them. Eventually, when presented with a sum like 3 + 5, the 
child will retrieve the sum from long term memory, leaving resources to deal with more complex calculations (such as 
43 + 25). A similar process will also be observed for other arithmetical operations, such as multiplications and divisions. 
By the end of the primary school, children are also expected to be able to solve numerical problems (for ex. numerical 
patterns) and arithmetical word problems [26] and are introduced to geometry. For instance, they are required to find the 
correct position of a number on number lines. The accuracy on number lines tasks is associated with higher mathemati-
cal achievement [27, 28]. Moreover, children are requested to reason about shapes on the plane (2D) and in space (3D), 
classify different kinds of figures and solids based on sets of shared geometrical properties, and calculate perimeters 
and areas of a variety of 2D figures [29]. The most advanced of these skills are components of the mature number sense 
(MNS) which continue to develop in later school levels [13, 30].
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It should be noted that mathematical learning does not occur independently of general cognitive and executive 
functions skills. Memory, inhibition, logical reasoning, visual-spatial abilities, flexible thinking and fluid intelligence 
and so on interact with and support the development of the mathematical skills described above [31–34]. Of course, a 
variety of non-cognitive factors, such as a student’s attitude towards mathematics, mathematics anxiety, pedagogical 
choices and methodologies, and many other socio-cultural factors [35, 36] also contribute to enhancing or hindering the 
development of a student’s mathematical skills, but we will not discuss these, as they are beyond the scope of this study.

2.1 � Associations and classification of mathematical skills

Several studies have used various methodologies to explore associations between sets of skills assumed to be necessary 
in learning of mathematics. The associations may be outlined with respect to students’ general mathematical achieve-
ment or to their achievement within a particular mathematical domain, with the intent to identify subgroups of students 
with different sets of strengths and weaknesses (e.g., [37]). An attempt to capture the different components supporting 
early stages of mathematical learning is represented by the working model of Aunio and Räsänen [38] which is based 
on the analysis of various test batteries used to assess children’s numerical skills, suggesting a categorization of abili-
ties supporting numerical development between 5 and 8 years of age. In particular, numerical skills were categorized 
into four main types: (1) symbolic and non-symbolic number sense; (2) understanding mathematical relations (early 
mathematical-logical principles, arithmetic principles, mathematical operational symbols, place-value and base-ten 
system); (3) counting skills (knowledge of number-symbols, number word-sequence, enumeration with concrete objects); 
and (4) basic skills in arithmetic (arithmetic combinations, addition and subtraction skills with number symbols). To our 
knowledge, no empirical studies were conducted to confirm this model.

In typical populations, to our knowledge, only one study has tapped into the structure of the mathematical skills of 
primary school children. This study aimed to empirically validate the fourfold model of Karagiannakis, Baccaglini-Frank 
and Papadatos ([39], that argues that mathematical learning difficulties (MLD) could arise from difficulties from core 
number, memory, visuo-spatial, or reasoning domains. This fourfold model provides a theoretical basis for exploring 
both the heterogeneity of MLD and, more in general, students’ cognitive strengths and weaknesses with respect to their 
mathematical learning. A first study attempting to empirically validate this model has been carried out on a sample of 
165 typical 5th and 6th grade students using exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses on the performance on a 
computerized battery involving a wide range of mathematical tasks. The results indicated strong evidence for support-
ing the solidity of the model and clustered the population into six distinguishable performance groups with the MLD 
and low achievement (LA) students distributed within five of the clusters (for more see [40]).

There have also been various attempts to understand pattens of skill weakness, which could also give insight into 
relationships between areas of skills. A number of studies on MLD suggest that the population exhibiting such a condition 
is quite heterogeneous. A consistent and specific MLD profile wasn’t found in a recent meta-analysis which examined the 
differences in mathematical and cognitive skills between individuals with and without MLD [41]. Indeed, there seems 
to be growing consensus that MLD depends on the lack of various combinations of skills such as those described above 
[37, 42, 43]. Most of these studies consider both domain general and domain specific abilities involved in mathematical 
learning in order to explore the variable profiles associated with low achievers. The purpose of this approach is manifold: 
to identify “subtypes” of MLD based on tasks that are found to be particularly difficult for groups of students, to make dis-
tinctions within the population of students with MLD, and to show the heterogeneity of this population (e.g., [42, 44–48]).

For instance, Geary [49] proposed to distinguish three subtypes of MLD: one characterized by difficulties in the repre-
sentation or retrieval of arithmetic facts from semantic memory, the second by problems in the execution of arithmetical 
procedures and the third one by problems in the visuospatial representation of numerical information. Yet, this proposi-
tion was not supported by empirical research.

Some other studies tested both number-specific and domain-general skills. For instance, Bartelet, Ansari, Vaes-
sen, and Blomert [42] reported six subtypes of difficulties: (1) weak mental number line, (2) weak ANS, (3) spatial 
difficulties, (4) access deficit, (5) no numerical cognitive deficit, and (6) garden variety of both numerical and general 
cognitive deficits. Another recent study of such type was conducted by Chan and Wong [50] on 76 children showing 
math learning difficulties in both first and second grade testing. They discovered 5 distinctive subtypes among: (1) 
the number sense deficit subtype (with severe deficit in the ANS), (2) the numerosity coding deficit subtype (weak in 
enumeration), (3) the symbolic deficit subtype (with deficits in both enumeration and number line and weaknesses 
in working memory), (4) the working memory subtype (with deficits in working memory), and (5) the mild difficulty 
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group (with average performance in all the cognitive domains assessed). These subtypes showed moderate stability 
between grade 1 and 2.

Assessing number skills in primary schoolchildren with MD, von Aster [51] identified three subtypes of MDs: the 
Arabic subtype (with deficits in number transcoding and number comparison), the verbal subtype (with deficits in 
counting and difficulties in subtraction), and the pervasive subtype (with deficits across most measures in the study).

As can be seen, previous studies have failed to produce clear and consistent results, possibly because of limited 
measure selection, confusion between different skill levels, and small sample sizes.

As of today, no strong empirical evidence has yet been provided that any of the classification model is in fact suit-
able to describe associations between key mathematical skills during students’ development in their first phase of 
exposure to formal mathematical instruction. In fact, current gaps in the literature can be looked at from two perspec-
tives. On the one hand, standardized achievement assessments consider a range of mathematical skills, but they do 
not analyze students’ performance based on possible different underlying cognitive components upon which the 
tasks rely. On the other hand, many psychological studies have focused on a specific skill (or on a small set of them) 
without studying broader networks through which many other skills are likely to associate.

We have found it very rare to consider simultaneously a broad range of mathematical skills and explore their 
mutual associations. This gap in the literature is specifically the one we aim to bridge with a line of research that, in 
the long term, aims at developing theoretical and practical tools to identify students’ mathematical strengths and 
weaknesses in order to propose more effective teaching interventions in case of mathematical learning difficulties, 
which is extremely important in mathematics education (e.g., [40, 52–56]. In order to accomplish this, many smaller 
steps need to be taken. In this study, we explore the associations between a broad range of numerical and geometrical 
measures of students from grade 2 to grade 6, and how these associations shift or remain invariant in these years of 
important mathematical development.

3 � Materials and methods

3.1 � Participants

Data were collected from 1489 children in grades 2–6 from 21 primary public schools in Italy. Participants came from 
a variety of regions and socio-economic statues (SES). In particular, the schools were located in the north (about 
65%), center (about 22%) and south (about 13%) of Italy. Overall, about 16% were in urban setting with high SES; 
72% in urban or suburban settings with middle SES and 12% in urban or suburban settings with middle-to-low SES. 
For each grade, outliers were removed by checking whether a child’s score on the task Numbers typing (see descrip-
tion below) was < 2 SDs. It is a very simple task that was used to control the individual’s reaction time. A low score on 
accuracy indicates difficulty on using the computer or low motivation to proceed. Children who didn’t complete all 
the tasks were also removed. This led to removing 143 children (9.6%) from the data set resulting in a final sample of 
N = 1346 (see Table 1 for a breakdown of the participants by grade and gender). Grades did not differ in the number 
of boys and girls X2(4, N = 1346) = 4.82, p = 0.31.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics 
of the sample

Grade Age (years) Sex Sum

M SD Range Boys Girls

2 7.83 0.30 7.2–8.3 103 115 218
3 8.85 0.35 8.0–10.6 145 143 288
4 9.83 0.38 8.8–1.8 130 166 296
5 10.79 B 0.33 10.1–12.4 141 137 278
6 11.84 0.35 10.9–13.3 123 143 266
Sum 642 704 N = 1346
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3.2 � Procedure

The research was approved by the ethics committee of the University of Milano-Bicocca in agreement with the Helsinki 
ethics declaration (World Health Organization, 2001). Schools and parents received information about the research pur-
pose and procedure. All students provided written informed consent to participate in this study. Students were tested in 
groups in computer classrooms of their schools where they use to do their computing lessons. They were informed that 
they could interrupt the test any time they wanted without any penalties. There was no time limit for the session. The data 
collection took place during the spring period within a period of four weeks. Data were totally anonymous; they were 
saved in files using an identification code and no personal information regarding the children were associated with it.

The mathematical measures administered were from the MathPro Test [57] which includes one subtest measuring the 
processing speed and 18 subtests assessing each a very specific mathematical skill. Some of these subtests are related 
to the core number domain (such as the ability to compare the magnitude of two dots collections, the subitizing skills, 
or the ability to enumerate dot arrays). Others are tapping into the processing of number symbolic codes (such as the 
ability to compare the magnitude of two Arabic numbers, to write numbers to dictation, to write the number just pre-
ceding or just following a given number). Others are assessing arithmetical skills, using both single-digit additions or 
multiplications (possibly using arithmetical facts retrieval from memory) and more complex mental calculations. Other 
subtests measure the ability to understand the properties of the mathematical operations (e.g., commutativity) and the 
relationships that the operations entertain with one another; the ability to find the appropriate calculations that would 
be needed to solve a word problem or to find the logic that lies behind a series of numbers. Finally, some other subtests 
require visual-spatial processing such as positioning numbers on a line (going from 0 to 100 or 0 to 1000) or reasoning 
on 2D or 3D shapes.

The subtests of the MathPro Test were translated for the purpose of this study in Italian by native speakers experts 
both in numerical cognition and mathematics education. The Italian version of the MathPro test includes one more 
control subtest, the Computer mouse speed to control the processing speed of the numbers comparison subtests. For 
an in-depth description of the procedure and tasks, see [55]. Brief descriptions of the subtests are displayed in Table 2.

3.3 � Task scoring

The accuracy (number of correct responses divided by the number of items) was calculated for all tasks except for the 
number line tasks. At these tasks the pupils are asked to estimate the position of a target number on an empty number 
line where only the start and end point are marked with the respective numbers (for ex., 0 and 100). For this reason the 
accuracy of the answers is computed as percentage of absolute errors (PAE) with PAE = (|estimated position—correct 
position| / numerical range of the line)*100% [27]. On a group of tasks (Computer mouse speed, Single- and Multi-digit 
numbers comparison, Screen keyboard use, Numbers dictation, Next number, Previous number, Enumeration, Addition, 
and Multiplication facts retrieval) response times (correct trials only) were calculated. Since, the accuracy of the children 
in the Single-digit was at ceiling, we used an RT index penalized for inaccuracy as a measure. Performance scores were 
calculated as a composite of error rates (ER) and response times (RT), using the formula: P = RT (1 + 2ER), where a higher 
value indicates worse performance. Error rates were multiplied by 2 because the particular tasks were constrained by 
binary responses (ER = 0.5 indicates chance).

The MathPro Test for the younger participants (grades 2 and 3) doesn’t include all the subtests and, for some subtests, 
only the first easier items were presented (see Table A Appendix), following the curriculum in math in Italy. For in-depth 
description of the psychometric properties of the items in Italian version see Baccaglini-Frank, Karagiannakis, Pini, Ter-
mine and Girelli [58].

3.4 � Data analysis

We first examined the correlations between all the measures separately for each grade as well as the correlations between 
the RT measures controlled for the general processing speed. Subsequently, we examined the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) 
index and Bartlett’s sphericity test to perform a factorability check. The communality and skewness of all the MathPro 
tasks were also examined. Given the limited theoretical background regarding the associations of the mathematical 
measures that are included in this study (for more see 1.2 section), we performed separately in each grade Principal 
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axis factoring (PAF) by the maximum-likelihood method with oblique (promax) rotation to both examine the factor 
loadings of the AC measures and obtain an a posteriori grouping of those with efficient factor loading. Although on the 
one hand the factors were expected to be independent, on the other the tasks were expected to be correlated since all 
assess mathematical skills. For this reason, the promax rotation was chosen because it is a nice compromise between 
orthogonal and oblique rotation. Promax first assumes the factors are orthogonal and then relaxes the rotation to allow 
them to correlate [59].

Next, we conducted a series of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) separately for each grade to compare the goodness-
of-fit between the one-factor model for a strict unidimensional assessment model and several multidimensional models. 
The multidimensional models were based on the results of the PAF, the correlation analysis as well as how meaningful 
they were from theoretical point of view. Starting from the single-factor model, the subsequent model was judged better 
if its χ2 value was significantly lower than that for the former model.

Model parameter appraisal used maximum likelihood (ML) estimation. The following criteria were used in evaluat-
ing overall goodness of fit for the measurement models: (a) the chi-square/degrees of freedom ratio (χ2/df) for which a 
value less than 2.0 indicates a good fit; (b) the robust Comparative Fit Index (CFI); (c) the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI); (e) 
the Root Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with 90% confidence intervals; and (f ) the Standardized Root 
Mean-Square Residual (SRMR). These indices take sample size into consideration and specify the amount of covariation 
in the data, which is accounted for by the hypothesized model each time relative to a null model that assumes independ-
ence among variables. For the CFI, where 1.0 indicates a perfect fit, a value in the range of 0.90 is generally accepted as 

Table 2   Brief Descriptions of the MathPro subtests

Subtest Brief description

1.Dots comparison
(DotComp)

Determine which of two dot arrays contains more dots

2.Computer mouse speed Indicate a cat image from a spot image as quickly and as accurately as possible
3.Single-digit numbers comparison (S-NumComp) Determine which of two symbolic numbers is larger as quickly and as accurately as 

possible
4.Multi-digit numbers comparison(M-NumComp) Determine which of two symbolic numbers is larger as quickly and as accurately as 

possible
5.Screen keyboard use Indicate a single-digit number presented on the computer screen on a screen keyboard 

as quickly and as accurately as possible
6.Numbers dictation (NumDict) Indicate on the screen keyboard numbers presented verbally as quickly and as accu-

rately as possible
7.Next number (NextNum) Indicate on the screen keyboard the succeeding number of numbers presented verbally 

as quickly and as accurately as possible
8.Previous number (PrevNum) Indicate on the screen keyboard the preceding number of numbers presented verbally 

as quickly and as accurately as possible
9.Subitizing (Subitizing) Indicate the numerosity of small arrays of dots (1–6) presented briefly
10.Enumeration (Enumeration) Count number of dots (1–9) on the screen as quickly and as accurately as possible
11.Addition facts retrieval (AddFacts) Indicate the correct sum ( ≤ 10) as quickly and as accurately as possible
12.Multiplication facts retrieval (MultFacts) Indicate the correct product (both factors never were ≥ 5) as quickly and as accurately 

as possible
13.Mental calculations (MentalCalc) Indicate the correct result of addition, subtraction, multiplication and division opera-

tions with operands up to 3-digits
14.Number Lines 0–100 (NL100) Indicate on a horizontal line 0–100 where a symbolic number should fall
15.Number Lines 0–1000 (NL1000) Indicate on a horizontal line 0–100 where a symbolic number should fall
16.Squares (Squares) Indicate the number of whole squares by joining a combination of squares, half-square 

triangles and quarter-square triangles
17.Building blocks (BuildBlocks) Indicate the number of cubes of 3D structures presented in 2D on the screen
18.Word problems (WordsProbl) Indicate the way several word problems (appear written and read aloud) should be 

solved (for ex. “37 + 25” and not the final solution “62”)
19.Calculation principles (CalcPrinc) Indicate the solution of a multidigit operation without calculating it but with reference 

to an already solved associated problem
20.Numerical patterns (NumPatterns) Indicate the missing number on a series of numbers



Vol.:(0123456789)

Discover Education           (2024) 3:174  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s44217-024-00267-8	 Research

indicating a good fit. For the RMSEA, an adequately fitting model will have a value between 0.00 and 0.06, with 90% CIs 
between 0.00 and 0.10 [60]. Finally, regarding SRMR, a value less than 0.08 is considered a good fit [61]. We also used the 
Akaike information criterion (AIC; [62]), where a lower AIC values indicative of superior fit.

The magnitude of the skewness in some MathPro subtests indicates that the data was non-normal, which can result 
in standard error biases [63]. Accordingly, analysis used ML estimation with bootstrapping (500 resamples) to generate 
accurate estimations of standard errors with accompanying confidence intervals (bias-corrected at the 95% confidence 
level) and p-values [64]. The Bollen–Stine bootstrap p was calculated. Bollen–Stine gauges fit without normal theory 
limitations [65] and p > 0.05 suggests excellent global fit. Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 25 and 
AMOS 21 [66] separately for each grade.

4 � Results

In the first result section, performance for each subtest in each grade is provided as well as analyses testing the change 
of performance across school grades. Section 2 presents the correlations between performances in each subtest, in each 
grade. Section 3 presents PAF and CFA for each grade.

4.1 � Preliminary analyses

Table 3 shows performance per grade in terms of accuracy (AC) for all subtests of the MathPro Test and reaction time (RT) 
for the subtests where the response time was measured. We analyzed children’s reaction times only when task accuracy 
was high enough. To this end, for all grades, we excluded from the reaction times analyses the items where accuracy was 
below 0.85 (i.e., the decimal number items of the Multi-digit numbers comparison subtest, the five-digit numbers of the 
Numbers dictation subtest and the three-digit numbers of the Next and Previous numbers subtests).

ANOVAs were then run separately for each task, measuring the effects of grade (see Table B in Appendix). A significant 
grade effect (all ps < 0.001) was found in all the tasks and for all the measures (AC and RT) indicating that, as expected, 
performance improved over the school grades.

Table 3   Descriptive statistics of MathPro subtests per grade
Grade 

2
Grade 

3
Grade 

4
Grade 

5
Grade 

6
M      (SD) Skew    Kurt M      (SD) Skew   Kurt M      (SD) Skew   Kurt M      (SD) Skew   Kurt M      (SD) Skew   Kurt

Dots comparison (AC) 0.58 (0.11) –0.15 –0.21 0.61 (0.10) 0.00 0.09 0.63 (0.09) –0.27 0.03 0.64 (0.09) –0.13 0.00 0.65 (0.09) –0.07 –0.25

Single digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.97 (0.05) –4.02 25.32 0.98 (0.06) –8.92 108.89 0.99 (0.03) –2.74 10.35 0.99 (0.03) –6.19 63.34 0.98 (0.03) –6.56 72.01

Single digit numbers comparison (RT) 2593 (794) –1.28 1.74 2319 (832) –1.24 2.14 2278 (786) –0.53 7.13 1979 (787) –1.25 0.71 2137 (691) –1.62 1.88

Multi–digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.89 (0.16) –1.73 3.14 0.89 (0.12) –2.01 7.35 0.78 (0.14) –0.28 0.18 0.85 (0.13) –0.68 0.30 0.87 (0.12) –0.97 0.91

Multi–digit numbers comparison (RT) 3619 (1308) 0.37 3.32 3115 (1166) –0.34 0.14 3073 (1126) –0.12 4.39 2617 (1042) –1.16 0.57 2806 (912) –1.42 1.65

Numbers dictation (AC) 0.60 (0.18) –0.59 0.34 0.78 (0.17) –1.80 4.19 0.86 (0.17) –2.29 7.64 0.91 (0.12) –3.40 16.06 0.90 (0.12) –3.08 14.43

Numbers dictation (RT) 4798 (1749) 0.95 4.79 4621 (2002) 0.68 3.14 4329 (1556) –0.18 2.59 3784 (1628) 0.69 4.72 3859 (1363) –0.17 1.77

Next number (AC) 0.70 (0.24) –1.02 0.17 0.80 (0.25) –1.54 1.49 0.87 (0.21) –2.39 5.18 0.88 (0.19) –2.60 6.32 0.88 (0.21) –2.58 6.26

Next number (RT) 5087 (1770) 0.44 0.17 4302 (1936) 0.16 1.45 3896 (1400) 0.24 4.20 3319 (1274) –0.36 1.15 3395 (1035) –0.77 1.75

Previous number (AC) 0.73 (0.23) –1.23 0.17 0.85 (0.21) –2.08 3.56 0.90 (0.18) –3.01 8.54 0.93 (0.13) –3.85 16.42 0.93 (0.14) –3.94 17.15

Previous number (RT) 5268 (1801) 0.60 0.89 4475 (2698) 9.94 136.85 3903 (1330) 0.24 2.89 3250 (1133) –0.55 1.53 3305 (957) –0.44 3.57

Subitizing (AC) 0.72 (0.19) –1.03 0.98 0.79 (0.15) –1.32 3.36 0.84 (0.14) –1.28 2.53 0.86 (0.13) –1.92 6.79 0.85 (0.15) –2.03 6.38

Enumeration (AC) 0.85 (0.20) –2.02 3.84 0.87 (0.17) –2.35 6.18 0.91 (0.13) –2.89 12.15 0.92 (0.12) –2.95 13.31 0.91 (0.14) –2.86 10.93

Enumeration (RT) 8833 (2590) 0.52 2.09 7382 (2141) 1.06 3.41 6979 (1815) 0.87 3.93 5951 (1545) –0.28 2.19 5967 (1672) 0.09 3.43

Addition facts retrieval (AC) 0.90 (0.17) –2.85 8.89 0.94 (0.13) –3.92 16.92 0.97 (0.09) –6.15 43.06 0.97 (0.10) –5.69 38.58 0.95 (0.12) –4.29 25.31

Addition facts retrieval (RT) 7061 (3910) 4.35 31.71 4946 (2435) 2.75 12.97 4345 (2915) 2.80 13.39 3412 (1085) 0.83 3.18 3390 (1268) 1.46 6.96

Multiplication facts retrieval (AC) 0.84 (0.21) –1.86 2.58 0.89 (0.17) –2.59 6.94 0.91 (0.16) –3.28 11.94 0.88 (0.20) –2.45 5.78

Multiplication facts retrieval (RT) 8914 (4808) 2.32 6.97 7848 (5457) 3.69 18.37 6004 (3146) 3.26 18.89 3603 (2982) 4.799 42.70

Mental calculations (AC) 0.52 (0.22) –0.24 –0.63 0.57 (0.26) –0.44 –0.84 0.66 (0.24) –0.78 –0.11 0.74 (0.22) –1.33 1.32 0.69 (0.25) –1.03 0.23

Number Lines 0–100 (PAE) 11.03 (5.99) 1.38 1.99 7.85 (4.74) 2.79 12.63 6.45 (3.88) 3.29 16.09 5.25 (2.32) 2.11 7.16 5.16 (2.55) 3.01 14.65

Number Lines 0–1000 (PAE) 15.72 (8.23) 0.63 –0.02 11.47 (7.70) 1.43 2.48 8.71 (6.05) 1.56 2.29 8.14 (6.16) 2.25 6.49

Squares (AC) 0.43 0.26 0.24 –0.99 0.52 (0.24) –0.24 –0.86 0.61 (0.23) –0.76 –0.02 0.69 (0.21) –1.17 1.74 0.72 (0.20) –1.31 2.39

Building blocks (AC) 0.58 (0.26) –0.29 –0.62 0.64 (0.26) –0.75 –0.03 0.66 (0.25) –0.78 0.13 0.73 (0.23) –0.93 0.42 0.74 (0.24) –1.09 1.09

Word problems (AC) 0.48 (0.29) 0.01 –0.92 0.42 (0.24) 0.07 –1.22 0.52 (0.25) –0.52 –1.09 0.57 (0.24) –0.78 –0.67 0.60 (0.22) –1.02 –0.06

Calculation principles (AC) 0.35 (0.28) 0.45 –0.74 0.36 (0.29) 0.18 –1.55 0.45 (0.31) –0.13 –1.57 0.55 (0.30) –0.06 –0.96 0.52 (0.31) –0.43 –1.32

Numerical patterns (AC) 0.35 (0.20) 0.05 –0.32 0.39 (0.21) –0.12 –0.41 0.46 (0.21) –0.14 –0.19 0.50 (0.21) –0.04 –0.10 0.48 (0.21) –0.17 0.06

Reaction time (RT) calculated for the items with the accuracy leading to a ceiling (> 0.8)
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4.2 � Correlations

Table 4 presents the correlations between the measures for grade 2, Table 5 for grade 3 and 4 and Table 6 for grades 
5 and 6. Both the PAE and RT scores were multiplied by − 1 as a high score in these cases actually means a low per-
formance. None of the raw correlations between the AC measures was above 0.80 (the maximum value was 0.70), 
suggesting that multicolinearity was not a problem in the present data at the measurement level [67]. This was 
unsurprisingly the case for the correlations between the RT measures between the Single-digit and Multi-digit 
numbers comparison (correlations of 0.81, 0.88, 0.84, 0.96, 0.96 respectively for grades 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). However, when 
the general processing speed was controlled for by partialing out the RT measure of the Computer mouse speed 
subtest, the correlation values were all below 0.8 (0.69, 0.68, 0.77, 0.75, 0.76; p < 0.001). First-order correlations were 
also calculated between the other RT measures controlling for the general processing speed by partialling out the 
RT measure of the Screen keyboard use subtest. All the first-order correlations values were lower compared with the 
zero-order values (see Tables C, D, E in Appendix). This underlines the effect of the general processing speed on all 
the RT measures. The correlations between the RT measures and the AC were low or moderate and not significant 
in most cases. Therefore, the strong correlations between the RT measures but weak between the RT and the AC 
measures indicate that the associations between the RT measures might be due more to the reaction time itself than 
to mathematical skills. This is why in the factor analyses we have used only the AC measures.

4.3 � Mathematical skills construct structure evaluation

Dots comparison task wasn’t included in the factor analyses because of the poor internal reliability and the low corre-
lation coefficients (< 0.30) with the other measures. This was also the case for the accuracy measure of the single-digit 
numbers comparison task. When the P measure (RT penalized for inaccuracy) of the Single-digit numbers comparison 
task was included in the factor analyses, its loading was low (< 0.20) and not significant.

Table 4   Pearson’s correlations between the tasks for grades 2
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25     26

1.Dots comparison (AC) –

2.Single digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.29** –

3.Single digit numbers comparison (RT) 0.05 0.02 –

4.Multi–digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.19*
*

0.39*
*

0.08 –

5.Multi–digit numbers comparison (RT) 0.02 0.08 0.81*
*

0.17* –

6.Numbers dictation (AC) 0.22*
*

0.26*
*

0.19*
*

0.26*
*

0.30*
*

–

7.Numbers dictation (RT) 0.04 0.05 0.60*
*

0.02 0.52*
*

0.05 –

8.Next number (AC) 0.22*
*

0.16* 0.03 0.21*
*

0.04 0.55*
*

0.16* –

9.Next number (RT) 0.07 0.15* 0.59*
*

0.12 0.60*
*

0.25*
*

0.63*
*

0.01 –

10.Previous number (AC) 0.22*
*

0.30*
*

0.02 0.18*
*

0.09 0.55*
*

0.14* 0.66*
*

0.06 –

11.Previous number (RT) 0.10 0.13 0.46*
*

0.25*
*

0.53*
*

0.32*
*

0.43*
*

0.09 0.63*
*

0.13 –

12.Subitizing (AC) 0.13 0.22*
*

0.02 0.14* 0.16* 0.24*
*

0.03 0.30*
*

0.07 0.41** 0.23** –

13.Enumeration (AC) 0.08 0.23*
*

0.02 0.18*
*

0.06 0.21*
*

0.06 0.26*
*

0.05 0.40** 0.10 0.60** –

14.Enumeration (RT) 0.08 0.10 0.31*
*

0.09 0.36*
*

0.12 0.38*
*

0.08 0.49*
*

0.09 0.43** 0.08 0.05 –

15.Addition facts retrieval (AC) 0.14* 0.34*
*

0.02 0.25*
*

0.08 0.22*
*

0.02 0.23*
*

0.08 0.44** 0.22** 0.48** 0.70** 0.05 –

16.Addition facts retrieval (RT) 0.19*
*

0.32*
*

0.18*
*

0.24*
*

0.32*
*

0.29*
*

0.32*
*

0.14* 0.51*
*

0.21* 0.49** 0.19*
*

0.04 0.48*
*

0.14* –

17.Multiplication facts retrieval (AC) –

18.Multiplication facts retrieval (RT) –

19.Mental calculations (AC) 0.19*
*

0.25*
*

0.03 0.26*
*

0.07 0.36*
*

0.19*
*

0.31*
*

0.14* 0.42** 0.19** 0.41*
*

0.55*
*

0.03 0.54*
*

0.28*
*

–

20.Number Lines 0–100 (PAE) 0.29*
*

0.32*
*

0.01 0.30*
*

0.17* 0.30*
*

0.13 0.33*
*

0.17* 0.39** 0.24** 0.43*
*

0.40*
*

0.05 0.44*
*

0.24*
*

0.51*
*

–

21.Number Lines 0–1000 (PAE) –

22.Squares (AC) 0.21*
*

0.11 0.10 0.17* 0.12 0.32*
*

0.09 0.28*
*

0.15* 0.36** 0.26** 0.37*
*

0.34*
*

0.08 0.40*
*

0.23*
*

0.50*
*

0.48*
*

–

23.Building blocks (AC) 0.18*
*

0.17* 0.02 0.18*
*

0.05 0.28*
*

0.12 0.28*
*

0.11 0.33** 0.17* 0.40*
*

0.38*
*

0.08 0.34*
*

0.21*
*

0.50*
*

0.47*
*

0.53*
*

–

24.Word problems (AC) 0.19*
*

0.14* 0.01 0.14* 0.01 0.23*
*

0.10 0.28*
*

0.12 0.37** 0.23*
*

0.35*
*

0.34*
*

0.02 0.34*
*

0.23*
*

0.46*
*

0.38*
*

0.46*
*

0.43*
*

–

25.Calculation principles (AC) 0.22*
*

0.18*
*

0.04 0.14* 0.11 0.29*
*

0.14* 0.32*
*

0.09 0.37** 0.13 0.29*
*

0.34*
*

0.01 0.34*
*

0.22*
*

0.49*
*

0.43*
*

0.38*
*

0.47*
*

0.53*
*

–

26.Numerical patterns (AC) 0.16* 0.17* 0.10 0.21*
*

0.14* 0.27*
*

0.06 0.27*
*

0.13 0.35** 0.24** 0.33*
*

0.37*
*

0.09 0.42*
*

0.19*
*

0.46*
*

0.43*
*

0.34*
*

0.43*
*

0.49*
*

0.53*
*

–

The grid format indicates the tasks aren’t given; Correlations between RTs are in blue; r ≥0.03 are in bold.

**p < 0.01

*p < 0.05
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Table 5   Pearson’s correlations between the tasks for grades 3–4
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26

1.Dots comparison (AC) – 0.00 0.05 0.15* 0.04 0.27*
*

0.03 0.22*
*

0.03 0.23*
*

0.02 0.22*
*

0.01 0.10 0.03 0.17*
*

0.15*
*

0.06 0.15*
*

0.14* 0.23*
*

0.23*
*

0.13* 0.19*
*

0.08 0.14*

2.Single digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.08 – 0.00 0.45*
*

0.04 0.01 0.03 0.14* 0.08 0.09 0.03 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.09 0.07 0.09 0.04 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.06 0.05 0.06

3.Single digit numbers comparison (RT) 0.12* 0.04 – 0.05 0.88*
*

0.01 0.74*
*

0.09 0.73*
*

0.08 0.30*
*

0.03 0.02 0.35*
*

0.03 0.27*
*

0.15* 0.11 0.09 0.07 0.05 0.05 0.08 0.07 0.06 0.03

4.Multi–digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.21*
*

0.14* 0.10 – 0.04 0.23*
*

0.09 0.18*
*

0.09 0.27** 0.05 0.18*
*

0.12* 0.09 0.24*
*

0.29*
*

0.31*
*

0.13* 0.30*
*

0.25*
*

0.20*
*

0.10 0.18*
*

0.19*
*

0.29*
*

0.24*
*

5.Multi–digit numbers comparison (RT) 0.07 0.04 0.84*
*

0.23*
*

– 0.04 0.67*
*

0.11 0.64*
*

0.06 0.29** 0.06 0.03 0.30** 0.04 0.28** 0.11 0.11 0.08 0.06 0.07 0.00 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.05

6.Numbers dictation (AC) 0.26*
*

0.16*
*

0.08 0.32*
*

0.16* – 0.20*
*

0.56*
*

0.18*
*

0.58** 0.31** 0.33** 0.27** 0.16** 0.30** 0.37** 0.28** 0.23** 0.30** 0.25** 0.28** 0.23*
*

0.21*
*

0.22*
*

0.20*
*

0.16*
*

7.Numbers dictation (RT) 0.09 0.02 0.67*
*

0.05 0.63*
*

0.00 – 0.10 0.74*
*

0.10 0.72** 0.02 0.08 0.30** 0.04 0.27** 0.08 0.22** 0.12* 0.02 0.00 0.05 0.07 0.09 0.00 0.07

8.Next number (AC) 0.12* 0.09 0.07 0.20*
*

0.14* 39** 0.11 – 0.09 0.56** 0.25** 0.31** 0.28** 0.17** 0.23** 0.25** 0.23** 0.16** 0.24** 0.19** 0.22** 0.13* 0.06 0.11 0.13* 0.17*
*

9.Next number (RT) 0.10 0.02 0.67*
*

0.11 0.65*
*

0.12* 0.77*
*

0.05 – 0.24** 0.26** 0.12 0.19** 0.44** 0.17** 0.39** 0.24** 0.29** 0.22** 0.10 0.11 0.13* 0.12 0.14*
*

0.08 0.13*

10.Previous number (AC) 0.20*
*

0.12* 0.02 0.17*
*

0.09 0.38*
*

0.02 0.43*
*

0.10 – 0.28** 0.43** 0.36** 0.24** 0.47** 0.37** 0.47** 0.27** 0.35** 0.33** 0.31** 0.25*
*

0.18*
*

0.22*
*

0.17*
*

0.22*
*

11.Previous number (RT) 0.06 0.02 0.61*
*

0.18*
*

0.67*
*

0.16*
*

0.74*
*

0.22*
*

0.76*
*

0.13* – 0.10 0.11 0.19** 0.02 0.17** 0.12* 0.21** 0.06 0.09 0.12* 0.10 0.04 0.12 0.05 0.02

12.Subitizing (AC) 0.12* 0.03 0.08 0.11 0.13* 0.20*
*

0.07 0.15*
*

0.11 0.31** 0.18** – 0.41** 0.21** 0.53** 0.29** 0.43** 0.14* 0.38** 0.37** 0.33** 0.33*
*

0.27*
*

0.25*
*

0.25*
*

0.23*
*

13.Enumeration (AC) 0.17*
*

0.07 0.05 0.11 0.11 0.16* 0.03 0.23*
*

0.05 0.33** 0.13* 0.38** – 0.02 0.48** 0.27** 0.47** 0.14* 0.41* 0.29** 0.24** 0.30*
*

0.13* 0.26*
*

0.23*
*

0.21*
*

14.Enumeration (RT) 0.20*
*

0.03 0.41*
*

0.17*
*

0.47*
*

0.15*
*

0.48*
*

0.22*
*

0.49*
*

0.20** 0.58** 0.30** 0.18** – 0.17** 0.51** 0.23** 0.42** 0.27** 0.18** 0.23**0.22** 0.12* 0.17*
*

0.12 0.18*
*

15.Addition facts retrieval (AC) 0.20*
*

0.11 0.00 0.25*
*

0.13* 0.31*
*

0.03 0.30*
*

0.00 0.48** 0.08 0.36** 0.59** 0.19** – 0.29** 0.62** 0.19** 0.47** 0.42** 0.22** 0.26*
*

0.23*
*

0.28*
*

0.25*
*

0.25*
*

16.Addition facts retrieval (RT) 0.12* 0.05 0.26*
*

0.36*
*

0.49*
*

0.27*
*

0.21*
*

0.29*
*

0.28*
*

0.33** 0.48** 0.35*
*

0.39*
*

0.49*
*

0.65*
*

– 0.43*
*

0.60*
*

0.53*
*

0.42*
*

0.46*
*

0.31*
*

0.18*
*

0.35*
*

0.29*
*

0.30*
*

17.Multiplication facts retrieval (AC) 0.25*
*

0.26*
*

0.05 0.25*
*

17* 0.41*
*

0.06 0.36*
*

0.17*
*

0.41** 0.19** 0.31*
*

0.42*
*

0.20*
*

0.54*
*

0.45*
*

– 0.37*
*

0.71*
*

0.52*
*

0.48*
*

0.41*
*

0.29*
*

0.44*
*

0.41*
*

0.43*
*

18.Multiplication facts retrieval (RT) 0.06 0.15*
*

0.20* 0.21*
*

0.32*
*

0.19*
*

0.30*
*

0.18*
*

0.41*
*

0.17** 0.48** 0.18*
*

0.04 0.46*
*

0.33*
*

0.70*
*

0.45*
*

– 0.35*
*

0.17*
*

0.27*
*

0.19*
*

0.09 0.26*
*

0.19*
*

0.17*
*

19.Mental calculations (AC) 0.25*
*

0.24*
*

0.11 0.37*
*

0.23*
*

0.40*
*

0.16*
*

0.33*
*

0.24*
*

0.31** 0.29** 0.31*
*

0.31*
*

0.33*
*

0.32*
*

0.43*
*

0.68*
*

0.48*
*

– 0.52*
*

0.55*
*

0.48*
*

0.34*
*

0.56*
*

0.61*
*

0.56*
*

20.Number Lines 0–100 (PAE) 0.29*
*

0.11 0.20*
*

0.36*
*

0.34*
*

0.36*
*

0.10 0.26*
*

0.19*
*

0.30** 0.28** 0.25*
*

0.34*
*

0.25*
*

0.42*
*

0.55*
*

0.41*
*

0.28*
*

0.44*
*

– 0.63*
*

0.40*
*

0.31*
*

0.45*
*

0.42*
*

0.42*
*

21.Number Lines 0–1000 (PAE) 0.28*
*

0.07 0.17*
*

0.38*
*

0.31*
*

0.32*
*

0.09 0.23*
*

0.22*
*

0.30** 0.20** 0.20*
*

0.28*
*

0.25*
*

0.37*
*

0.39*
*

0.40*
*

0.31*
*

0.50*
*

0.71*
*

– 0.48*
*

0.34*
*

0.52*
*

0.46*
*

0.47*
*

22.Squares (AC) 0.25*
*

0.04 0.05 0.26*
*

0.15* 0.20*
*

0.05 0.18*
*

0.10
0 14* 0 14*

0.22*
*

0.29*
*

0.19*
*

0.32*
*

0.28*
*

0.31*
*

0.12* 0.38*
*

0.53*
*

0.55*
*

– 0.42*
*

0.50*
*

0.36*
*

0.39*
*

23.Building blocks (AC) 0.21*
*

0.08 0.06 0.23*
*

0.13*
*

0.23*
*

0.05 0.19*
*

0.04 0.25**
0 14*

0.19*
*

0.20*
*

0.17*
*

0.22*
*

0.17*
*

0.22*
*

0.11 0.30*
*

0.40*
*

0.48*
*

0.46*
*

– 0.45*
*

0.25*
*

0.34*
*

24.Word problems (AC) 0.29*
*

0.20*
*

0.16*
*

0.39*
*

0.21*
*

0.37*
*

0.20*
*

0.28*
*

0.28*
*

0.29** 0.31** 0.20*
*

0.22*
*

0.33*
*

0.24*
*

0.37*
*

0.46*
*

0.41*
*

0.67*
*

0.46*
*

0.60*
*

0.51*
*

0.39*
*

– 0.55*
*

0.52*
*

25.Calculation principles (AC) 0.29*
*

0.03 0.10 0.34*
*

0.17*
*

0.29*
*

0.13* 0.25*
*

0.23*
*

0.26** 0.22** 0.23*
*

0.21*
*

0.29*
*

0.19*
*

0.30*
*

0.42*
*

0.34*
*

0.65*
*

0.37*
*

0.46*
*

0.35*
*

0.31*
*

65** – 0.56*
*

26.Numerical patterns (AC) 0.22*
*

0.15*
*0

0.11 0.32*
*

0.23*
*

0.29*
*

0.12* 0.30*
*

0.18*
*

0.24** 0.22** 0.23*
*

0.29*
*

0.32*
*

0.28*
*

0.33*
*

0.45*
*

0.33*
*

0.61*
*

0.40*
*

0.52*
*

0.42*
*

0.40*
*

0.62*
*

0.63*
*

–

Up right: correlations for grade 3; Bottom left: correlations for grade 4. Correlations between RTs are in blue; r ≥0.03 are in bold

**p < 0.01

*p < 0.05

Table 6   Pearson’s correlations between the tasks for grades 5–6
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26

1.Dots comparison (AC) _ 0.06 0.01 0.17*
*

0.03 0.09 0.08 0.08 0.12* 0.07 0.07 0.08 0.05 0.09 0.04 0.10 0.12 0.08 0.20*
*

0.13* 0.22*
*

0.16*
*

0.17*
*

0.16*
*

0.16*
*

0.22*
*

2.Single digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.15* _ 0.02 0.34*
*

0.03 0.11 0.03 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.12* 0.04 0.15* 0.17*
*

0.18*
*

0.12* 0.13* 0.10 0.03 0.11

3.Single digit numbers comparison (RT) –0.08 0.02 _ 0.02 0.96*
*

0.04 0.64*
*

0.05 0.77*
*

0.04 0.74*
*

0.11 0.03 0.41*
*

0.06 0.28*
*

0.15* 0.16*
*

0.17*
*

0.01 0.04 0.04 0.16*
*

0.21*
*

0.11 0.110.

4.Multi–digit numbers comparison (AC) 0.17* 0.25*
*

0.08 _ 0.09 0.33*
*

0.00 0.13* 0.09 0.26** 0.13* 0.19*
*

0.22*
*

0.09 0.24*
*

0.31*
*

0.25*
*

0.25*
*

0.37*
*

0.49*
*

0.53*
*

0.39*
*

0.32*
*

0.39*
*

0.36*
*

0.43*
*

5.Multi–digit numbers comparison (RT) 0.10 0.05 0.96*
*

0.14* _ 0.01 0.60* 0.02 0.76*
*

0.01 0.74** 0.08 0.06 0.43** 0.00 28** 0.10 0.18* 0.09 0.06 0.03 0.01 0.15* 0.16* 0.07 0.05

6.Numbers dictation (AC) 0.16*
*

0.16* 0.10 0.31*
*

0.12 _ 0.17*
*

0.41*
*

0.06 0.57** 0.08 0.34** 0.37** 0.07 0.33** 0.22** 0.35** 0.16** 0.35** 0.28** 0.27** 0.22*
*

0.09 0.34*
*

0.28*
*

0.28*
*

7.Numbers dictation (RT) 0.09 0.01 0.79*
*

0.05 0.76*
*

0.22*
*

_ 0.02 0.77*
*

0.01 0.75** 0.05 0.01 0.48** 0.09 0.38** 0.09 0.27** 0.13* 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.09 0.04 0.01 0.04

8.Next number (AC) 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.20*
*

0.09 0.23*
*

0.13* _ 0.04 0.57** 0.03 0.29** 0.21** 0.07 0.24** 0.11 0.24** 0.08 0.22** 0.21** 0.16** 0.24*
*

0.12* 0.24*
*

0.27*
*

0.19*
*

9.Next number (RT) 0.09 0.00 0.20*
*

0.10 0.70*
*

0.25*
*

0.84*
*

0.06 _ 0.09 0.88** 0.04 0.03 0.54** 0.05 0.42** 0.06 0.28** 0.09 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.10 0.12 0.05 0.02

10.Previous number (AC) 0.16* 0.12 0.03 0.19*
*

0.02 0.42*
*

0.11 0.46*
*

0.10 _ 0.11 0.39** 0.30** 0.10 0.33** 0.22** 0.30** 0.13* 0.32** 0.28** 0.24* 0.32*
*

0.12* 0.39*
*

0.30*
*

0.24*
*

11.Previous number (RT) 0.17*
*

0.00 0.75*
*

0.16* 0.73*
*

0.21*
*

0.79*
*

0.21*
*

0.80*
*

0.23** _ 0.09 0.09 0.56** 0.03 0.47** 0.00 0.34** 0.01 0.09 0.04 0.08 0.04 0.02 0.06 0.05

12.Subitizing (AC) 0.18*
*

0.27*
*

0.14* 0.28*
*

0.17* 0.24*
*

0.10 0.23*
*

0.18*
*

0.37** 0.24** _ 0.32** 0.06 0.36** 0.14* 0.32** 0.08 0.33** 0.18** 0.24** 0.27*
*

0.11 0.19*
*

0.29*
*

0.25*
*

13.Enumeration (AC) 0.16*
*

0.35*
*

0.06 0.23*
*

0.10 0.19*
*

0.01 0.18*
*

0.04 0.32** 0.03 0.37** _ 0.08 0.40** 0.26** 0.36** 0.11 0.47** 0.25** 0.19** 0.23*
*

0.15* 0.25*
*

0.38*
*

0.31*
*

14.Enumeration (RT) 0.08 0.15* 0.52*
*

0.18*
*

0.56*
*

0.22*
*

0.56*
*

0.22*
*

0.61*
*

0.09 0.66** 0.25** 0.08 _ 0.03 0.67** 0.06 0.46** 0.12* 0.13* 0.08 0.22** 0.09 0.11 0.10 0.09

15.Addition facts retrieval (AC) 0.16* 0.19 0.11 0.22*
*

0.13* 0.34*
*

0.05 0.29*
*

0.13* 0.47** 0.20** 0.43** 0.50** 0.13* _ 0.20** 0.44** 0.02 0.40** 0.33** 0.34** 0.29*
*

0.11 0.23*
*

0.27*
*

0.22*
*

16.Addition facts retrieval (RT) 0.04 0.06 0.46*
*

0.28*
*

0.49*
*

0.27*
*

0.55*
*

0.23*
*

0.58*
* 0.19**

0.18** 0.22*
*

0.03 0.70*
*

0.15* _ 0.28*
*

0.59*
*

0.37*
*

0.31*
*

0.30*
*

0.32*
*

0.21*
*

0.29*
*

0.35*
*

0.30*
*

17.Multiplication facts retrieval (AC) 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.33*
*

0.12 0.30*
*

0.06 0.23*
*

0.13*
0.38**

0.21** 0.34*
*

0.36*
*

0.13* 0.48* 0.37*
*

_ 0.39*
*

0.72*
*

0.29*
*

0.36*
*

0.31*
*

0.25*
*

0.45*
*

0.48*
*

0.44*
*

18.Multiplication facts retrieval (RT) 0.10 0.01 0.24*
*

0.16* 0.22*
*

0.27*
*

0.33*
*

0.15* 0.36*
* 0.32**

0.39** 0.24*
*

0.11 0.45*
*

0.16*
*

0.57*
*

0.37*
*

_ 0.34*
*

0.23*
*

0.17*
*

0.18*
*

0.14* 0.29*
*

0.32*
*

0.29*
*

19.Mental calculations (AC) 0.18*
*

0.26*
*

0.14* 0.44*
*

0.19*
*

0.40* 0.15* 0.21*
*

20**
0.43**

0.29** 0.37*
*

0.36*
*

0.25* 0.38*
*

0.47*
*

0.70*
*

0.50*
*

_ 0.36*
*

0.48*
*

0.42*
*

0.32*
*

0.58*
*

0.63*
*

0.61*
*

20.Number Lines 0–100 (PAE) 0.19*
*

0.12 0.20*
*

0.45*
*

0.24*
*

0.38*
*

0.15* 0.23*
*

0.19*
* 0.33**

0.29** 0.42*
*

0.18*
*

0.24*
*

0.32*
*

0.37*
*

0.37*
*

0.29*
*

0.49*
*

_ 0.58*
*

0.47*
*

0.30*
*

0.40*
*

0.42*
*

0.34*
*

21.Number Lines 0–1000 (PAE) 0.25*
*

0.14* 0.21*
*

0.44*
*

0.23*
*

0.39*
*

0.18*
*

0.18*
*

0.23*
* 0.34**

0.30** 0.28*
*

0.25*
*

0.28*
*

0.31*
*

0.43*
*

0.38*
*

0.30*
*

0.53*
*

0.58*
*

_ 0.49*
*

0.38*
*

0.46*
*

0.49*
*

0.49*
*

22.Squares (AC) 0.30*
*

0.26*
*

0.13* 0.30*
*

0.15* 0.22*
*

0.09 0.16* 0.10
0.32**

0.22** 0.36*
*

0.24*
*

0.22*
*

0.27*
*

0.22*
*

0.35*
*

0.25*
*

0.49*
*

0.38*
*

0.48*
*

_ 0.42*
*

0.43*
*

0.46*
*

0.41*
*

23.Building blocks (AC) 0.28*
*

0.21*
*

0.17*
*

0.32*
*

0.20* 0.19*
*

0.16*
*

0.11 0.19*
* 0.25**

0.22** 0.28*
*

0.23*
*

0.24*
*

0.14* 0.31*
*

0.26*
*

0.27*
*

0.41*
*

0.37*
*

0.42*
*

0.50*
*

_ 0.38*
*

0.39*
*

0.38*
*

24.Word problems (AC) 0.15* 0.08 0.20*
*

0.45*
*

0.20* 0.30*
*

0.16*
*

0.17*
*

0.22*
* 0.32**

0.32** 0.31*
*

0.14* 0.21*
*

0.31*
*

0.38*
*

0.45*
*

0.33*
*

0.60* 0.45*
*

0.50*
*

0.44*
*

0.46*
*

_ 0.62*
*

0.53*
*

25.Calculation principles (AC) 0.26*
*

0.24*
*

0.07 0.38*
*

0.10 0.25*
*

0.12 0.23*
*

0.18*
* 0.30**

0.24** 0.27*
*

0.19*
*

0.21*
*

24** 0.30*
*

0.36*
*

0.27*
*

0.58*
*

0.38*
*

0.39*
*

0.37*
*

0.39*
*

0.61*
*

_ 0.60*
*

26.Numerical patterns (AC) 0.23*
*

0.19*
*

0.10 0.39*
*

0.13* 0.31*
*

0.14* 0.23*
*

0.17*
* 0.32**

0.21** 0.28*
*

27** 0.23*
*

0.31*
*

0.36*
*

0.43*
*

0.32*
*

0.62*
*

0.43*
*

0.43*
*

0.44*
*

44** 0.59*
*

0.65*
*

_

Up right: correlations for grade 5; Bottom left: correlations for grade 6.

**p < 0.01.

*p < 0.05; RT measures are in blue; r ≥0.03 are in bold.
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4.4 � Grade 2

Due to non-normality of some measures (see Table 3), analysis used ML estimation with bootstrapping (500 resamples) 
to generate accurate estimations of standard errors. The Bollen–Stine bootstrap p = 0.573 suggests excellent global fit 
of the data. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure (KMO = 0.90) verified the sampling adequacy for the analysis, and Bart-
lett’s test of sphericity [χ(91) = 1250.47, p < 0.001] indicated that correlations between items were sufficiently large for 
PAF [68]. An initial analysis was run to obtain eigenvalues for each component in the data. Four factors emerged and 
explained in total 59.9% of the variance. The first factor (A) was loaded on Subitizing, Enumeration and Addition facts. 
The second factor (B) was loaded on Number dictation, Next and Previous numbers. The third factor (C) was loaded on 
Mental calculations, Word problems, Calculation Principles, Numerical patterns, Numbers comparison. Number lines 
0–100, Squares and Building blocks loaded on the last factor (D).

Between the single-factor and the four-factor model, we adopted the four-factor model because the CFA showed that 
the four-factor model had a significant decrease in χ2 value, lower (better) AIC (Table 7) and good overall fit χ2/df = 1.49, 
CFI = 0.971, GFI = 0.935, SRMR = 0.046, RMSEA = 0.048, and AIC = 174.075. The structure of the four-factor model for grade 
2 is illustrated in Fig. 1.

4.5 � Grade 3–6

Due to non-normality of some measures (see Table 3), analysis used ML estimation with bootstrapping (500 resa-
mples) to generate accurate estimations of standard errors. The PAF run separately for each grade, identified the 
same four-dimensional structure for grades 3–6. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure for grade 3,4,5,6 (KMO = 0.90) 
verified the sampling adequacy for the analysis, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity [χ(120) = 1990.52, 2098.99, 1838.65, 
1761.99 p < 0.001, respectively]. An initial analysis was run to obtain eigenvalues for each component in the data. 
Four factors emerged and explained in total 57.97%, 64.25%, 57.07% and 56.11% of the variance for grades 3,4,5 

Table 7   Summary of fit indices for factor models per grade

The best indices are in bold

CFI = Comparative Fit Index; GFI = Goodness of Fit Index; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean-square Residual; RMSEA = Root Mean-square Error 
of Approximation; CI = Confidence Intervals; AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; CE = Correlated Errors

***Δχ2 significant at p < 0.001

Model χ2/df Δχ2 (df ) CFI GFI SRMR RMSEA (90% CI) AIC

Grade 2
 One-factor 311.640/77 = 4.05 REF 0.804 0.816 0.078 0.119 (0.105–0.133) 367.640
 Four-factor 106.075/71 = 1.49 142.242***(1) 0.971 0.935 0.046 0.048 (0.027–0.066) 174.075

Grade 3
 One-factor 605.058/104 = 5.82 REF 0.738 0.756 0.095 0.130 (0.120–0.140) 701.058
 Four-factor 274.699/98 = 2.80 129.304*** (1) 0.908 0.895 0.059 0.079 (0.068–0.090) 350.699
 Four-factor CE 185.182/96 = 1.93 89.517*** (2) 0.952 0.925 0.053 0.058 (0.046–0.070) 264.430

Grade 4
 One-factor 617.811/104 = 5.94 REF 0.746 0.755 0.088 0.129 (0.120–0.139) 681.811
 Four-factor 284.851/98 = 2.91 29.581*** (1) 0.908 0.897 0.060 0.080 (0.070–0.091) 360.851
 Four-factor CE 171.281/96 = 1.78 113.570*** (2) 0.962 0.934 0.046 0.052 (0.039–0.065) 253.281

Grade 5
 One-factor 520.493/104 = 5.01 REF 0.763 0.779 0.087 0.120 (0.110–0.131) 584.493
 Four-factor 284.197/98 = 2.90 75.757*** (1) 0.894 0.887 0.060 0.083 (0.072–0.094) 360.197
 Four-factor CE 177.511/96 = 1.85 106.686*** (2) 0.953 0.925 0.049 0.057 (0.044–0.069) 261.511

Grade 6
 One-factor 431.133/104 = 4.15 REF 0.806 0.815 0.076 0.109 (0.098–0.120) 495.133
 Four-factor 277.676/98 = 2.83 19.184*** (1) 0.893 0.891 0.061 0.083 (0.072–0.095) 353.676
 Four-factor CE 172.729/96 = 1.80 104.947*** (2) 0.953 0.926 0.054 0.056 (0.043–0.069) 256.729
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and 6 respectively. The first factor (A) was loaded on the same three subtests (Subitizing, Enumeration, Addition 
facts) as those of factor A of grade 2 along with the Multiplication facts. The second factor (B) was loaded on exactly 
the same subtests (Number dictation, Next and Previous numbers) as those of factor B of grade 2. The third factor 
(C) was also loaded on the same subtests (Mental calculations, Word problems, Calculation principles, Numerical 
patterns and Numbers comparison) as those of factor C of grade 2. The last factor (D) was loaded on the same three 
subtests (Number lines 0–100, Squares and Building blocks) as those of factor D of grade 2 along with the Number 
lines 0–1000 subtest which wasn’t given to grade 2 children.

Between the single-factor and the four-factor model for each of the upper grades (3–6), the CFA showed that the 
four-factor model had a significant decrease in χ2 value as well as the lowest AIC (Table 7). Moreover, the four-factor 
solution possessed incidences of high modification indices (MI) between Numbers dictation and Next number in 
grade 3, Enumeration and Addition facts in grade 4, Number line 0–100 and Number line 0–1000 in grade 5 and 6. 
The covariances errors indicate similar conceptual content, since it presents a unique variance origin [69]. Allowing 
errors to covary significantly improved model fit for each grade (Table 7). The Bollen–Stine bootstrap p = 0.008, 0.010, 
0.062, 0.036 (for grade 3,4,5,6 respectively) suggests also excellent global fit of the data. Therefore, the four-factor 
model with correlated errors was adopted as a final model for grades 3–6 (see Fig. 2).

The analysis of the Standardized Residual Covariance Matrix was also considered. The majority of residual covari-
ances for the adopted model in all grades (1–6) were less than two indicating good fit [70]. Moreover, consultation 
of factor loadings revealed that indicators (MathPro subtests) were positive, possessed a majority of high loadings 
(i.e., above 0.6) along with few of moderate loadings (between 0.4 and 0.6), and were significant (p < 0.05) with lower 
95% CI all above 0.5, suggesting all indicators loaded meaningfully [71].

Fig. 1   Four-factor model for 
grade 2. Latent variables are 
represented by ellipses; meas-
ured variables are represented 
by rectangles
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Fig. 2   Four-factor model for grades 3–6. Latent variables are represented by ellipses; measured variables are represented by rectangles. For 
simplicity error terms associated with the predictor variables and error covariances are not shown on the diagram
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5 � Discussion

The aims of this study were to gain insight into how a broad range of numerical and geometrical measures, from 
early ones to more advanced, associate in children from grades 2 to 6 and examine how these associations shift 
or remain invariant in these years of important mathematical learning. To meet these aims, we tested more than 
1300 children from grades 2 to 6 with the MathPro test [57], a large battery of 20 subtests measuring a variety of 
mathematical skills. A series of both PAF and CFA analyses were run on each grade to come up with the underlying 
construct structure of these skills. Let us note, however, that for the grade 2 children, not all the subtests, or all the 
items of the subtests were presented.

The expectations regarding the underlying structures of the math skills were not very clear since to the best of 
our knowledge there isn’t any other study that has recruited that many mathematical measures. Indeed, the current 
literature underlines the idea that all math skills are quite heterogeneous and that there exist different profiles of 
typical or atypical development in mathematics. Yet, there is no consensus about the factors underlying this variabil-
ity, nor any clear theoretical background related to this. An attempt in this direction is the fourfold model proposed 
by Karagiannakis, Baccaglini-Frank and Papadatos ([39], which classifies mathematical skills into four domains: core 
number, memory, visual-spatial, or reasoning. Given the lack of previous similar studies and the poverty in theoretical 
frameworks that could help in drawing clear hypotheses, our study can be considered both as exploratory enabling 
us to build meaningful structures as well as confirmatory for testing those structures.

The results obtained through the CFA indicated a configural invariant four-factor structure at all grades. In grade 
2, all but one (Number lines 0–1000) of the measures were presented to the pupils. Factor A includes the Subitizing, 
the Enumeration and the Addition facts subtests. Indeed, the ability to enumerate a collection of dots is highly cor-
related both with Subitizing (r = 0.60) and with simple additions (r = 0.70). Yet, grade 2 children performed almost at 
ceiling and rather fast in Addition facts indicating a gradual transition from immature counting addition strategies 
(such as counting all) to more advanced strategies (such as counting min or decomposition) or even memory retrieval 
[72]. Starkey and McCandliss [73] have shown that grouping items into subsets in the subitizing range can speed 
children’s enumeration and that this phenomenon strengthens across grades 1–3. Furthermore, this groupityzing 
is a unique predictor of arithmetic fluency (see [73]). Accordingly, we could consider that children who have stored 
the arithmetical fact corresponding to 4 plus 3, could more efficiently enumerate a collection of 7 dots if grouped 
in 4 and 3 dots or, alternatively, that children who have an enriched understanding of numbers as being composed 
of various combinations of subsets are both able to faster enumerate collection and solve additions. We consider 
that factor A represents the early addition ability emerging by combining subitizing and counting skills. It seems 
that factor A include skills which are supported both by the INS and ENS. Factor B included the Numbers dictation, 
Next and Previous number subtests, which both assess the knowledge of number sequence. In each of these tasks, 
a spoken number is presented to the child to be transcoded into the Arabic digits (corresponding to the target, or 
to the next or previous one). This factor appears to assess the child’s ability to move (backward or forward) in the 
verbal sequence and map it to the Arabic code. These ENS skills have received much interest in the last years as 
their measure is quite strongly correlated with mathematical skills in general (see, [74]). We consider that factor B 
represents basic transcoding and ordinality skills. Factor C consisted of the Mental calculations, Word problems, Cal-
culation principles, Numerical patterns and Multi-digit numbers comparison and factor D consisted of the Number 
lines 0–100, Squares and Building blocks subtests, strongly correlated between them. We propose that both factors 
C and D evaluate advanced skills. One of the main differences between these two sets of measures is that the factor 
D is more demanding in terms of visual-spatial skills. Accordingly, we propose to consider factor C as representing 
numerical advanced skills and factor D as representing visual-spatial advanced skills.

Children from grade 3 to grade 6 received the full battery. The factorial structure obtained was identical in these 
four grades and very similar to the one obtained in grade 2. Factor A included the same subtests as for grade 2, i.e., 
Subitizing, Enumeration and Addition facts, but now Multiplication facts was also included. In these age groups, 
simple arithmetic combinations became gradually “facts”, thus stored and retrieved from long-term memory (Gear, 
2004). Factor B still included Numbers dictation and Next and Previous Number, although children became increas-
ingly accurate and fast across grades, suggesting a progressive consolidation of the mapping between the verbal and 
the Arabic number systems. Factor C was again the same as factor C of grade 2, corresponding to advanced numeri-
cal skills. Similarly, factor D was the same as the one observed in grade 2, but including the Number lines 0–1000 
subtest. It represents visual-spatial advanced skills. Not surprisingly, performance on the subtests of factors C and 



Vol:.(1234567890)

Research	 Discover Education           (2024) 3:174  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s44217-024-00267-8

D improved from grade to grade. Let us note however that the factor loading of the Numbers comparison subtest 
was smaller in grade 3 than in grades 4–6, probably because decimal numbers were included in this subtest for the 
grades 4–6 making the task more difficult for those grades.

In summary, this study aimed at discovering the underlying structure of a broad range of mathematical skills, from 
early to more advanced, and see whether this structure shifted or remained invariant in children from grades 2 to 6. 
The results obtained indicated that the underlying structure of mathematical measures was invariant at a configural 
level throughout the school grades. In a previous research on fifth and sixth grade Greek pupils, Karagiannakis et al. 
(2017) provided empirical evidence to their proposal to classify mathematical skills into four domains [39]: (1) a core 
number or INS skills factor that included a dots magnitude comparison, a subitizing-enumeration and a number mag-
nitude comparison subtests; (2) a memory factor that included the multiplication and addition facts, (3) a reasoning 
factor that included the mental calculations equations, the word problems, the number lines 0–1000, the math terms 
and the calculations principles tasks, and (4) a visual-spatial factor that included the number lines 0–100 task. The 
structure we obtained in the present study is somewhat different. This is due partly to the fact that the sample here is 
larger and wider in terms of the age groups considered but also mostly because the set of numerical measures were 
not fully overlapping. Indeed, here both INS skills dots comparison and single-digit numbers comparison subtests 
were removed from the analyses due to their very poor internal reliability or/and the low correlation coefficients with 
the other measures. We used production rather than verification tasks for the addition and multiplication facts tasks, 
words problems had not to be solved by the child but the operation that would be needed to solve the problem had 
to be reported. Finally, five new tasks were considered here: the squares, the building blocks, the next number and 
the previous number and the numbers dictation task. As previously discussed, Subitizing and Enumeration, as core 
number skills, were grouped now in the same factor as the Addition and Multiplication facts combining both INS 
and ENS skills. Further, the 0–1000 number-line task fall, along with new measures (Squares and Building blocks), 
into the visual-spatial advanced skills.

It is important to address here the question of why the dots comparison task had such a poor internal reliability. This 
was the case in this study, but also in the study of Karagiannakis and Nöel [57] that used another large sample to analyse 
the psychometric properties of the battery. We argue that this might be the case because the different stimuli not only 
vary according to the numbers of dots presented and the ratio between the dots in the two collections, but also by dif-
ferent physical dimensions such a the density of the dots, their area, the convex hull of the collections and so on. Is has 
been shown that all these dimensions actually are processed in parallel with the processing of the number magnitude of 
the collection and interact with the final judgment [75]. It is possible that on some trials, the children base their answer on 
the convex hull of the collection, selecting the larger one, on other trials they might select the collection with the bigger 
dots and on some others, the ones that are more dense. The fact that all these dimensions interact with the numerical 
judgment could account for the low internal consistency of the task [76].

We can compare our results to the classification of young children’s numerical skills (between 5 and 8 years of age) 
proposed by Aunio and Räsänen [38] into four main types: (1) symbolic and non-symbolic number sense; (2) under-
standing mathematical relations (early mathematical-logical principles, arithmetic principles, mathematical operational 
symbols, place-value and base-ten system); (3) counting skills (knowledge of number-symbols, number word-sequence, 
enumeration with concrete objects); and (4) basic skills in arithmetic (arithmetic combinations, addition and subtraction 
skills with number symbols). We did not find a factor corresponding to the first category probably because Dot compari-
son and Digit comparison were not retained in the analyses (due to poor reliability of the tasks or poor correlation with 
the other measures). Our factor C (Mental calculations, Word problems, Calculation principles, Numerical patterns and 
multi-digit Numbers comparison) could be seen as relating to their second category, that is, understanding mathematical 
relations. Factor C involve numerical skills which are considered components of the MNS [13, 30]. Our factor A (Subitiz-
ing, Enumeration and Addition facts, Multiplication facts) and B (Numbers dictation and Next and Previous Number) 
could partly correspond to their categories 4 (basic skills in arithmetic) and 3 (counting skills) respectively except that 
Enumeration does not belong to the predicted category according to Aunio and Räsänen’s proposition. Let us remind 
that their classification is only based on an analysis of the testing batteries and that they did not bring any empirical 
evidences to support them.

To sum up, our findings support the idea that the broad area of mathematical skills that were recruited in this study 
would fall into four main domains, but the domains involved are somewhat different than those proposed by Karagian-
nakis et al. [39]. Indeed, although we found that some numerical skills fall into the domain of numerical reasoning (our 
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factor C) or visual-spatial reasoning (our factor D), we did not find clear evidence for a distinction between a core number 
and a memory domain. Rather, we found a distinction between a factor covering transcoding and ordinality skills (factor 
B) and those involving Subitizing (which is a core number skill) and counting, associated to emerging arithmetic facts 
(factor A).

We believe that it is highly important to study associations of students’ mathematical skills for two main reasons. First, 
this knowledge can inform about mathematical learning and guide the design of curricula so that they are better aligned 
with students’ cognitive development (thanks to knowledge about how specific skills underlying a certain mathemati-
cal task may develop and stabilize over time). Second, cognitive difficulties in mathematical learning may be associated 
with a particular set of skills, and this information can guide the design of teaching interventions targeted to students 
exhibiting particular sets of difficulties. This is aligned with a recent meta-analysis on both typical and atypical population 
which failed to identify a consistent and specific mathematical learning difficulty (MLD) profile [41]. The authors suggest 
that MLD should not be seen as a distinct disability that could be distinguished from other forms of mathematical dif-
ficulties and that mathematics performance should be assessed on a continuum.

Therefore, our findings can facilitate the educators to outline the mathematical profile of their students and to apply 
the appropriate teaching strategies. For example, students who underperform mainly on the INS and retrieval skills (fac-
tor A) will benefit most by remediations stimulating their conceptional understanding and their mathematical flexibility 
rather than focusing on learning by heart rules through explicit teaching (find more examples in [55]).

A strength of this study is that a very large sample of children from five different grades were tested with a very large 
set of mathematical tasks. Yet, a limitation of this study is that the same data sample was used for running both the 
exploratory and the confirmatory factor analyses. This is so because the limited theoretical framework available did not 
provide us with a well-structured set of hypotheses to test. So, further work will be needed to confirm the structures 
obtained using other samples and examining also the metric and scalar invariance. Future research could also attempt 
to validate the obtained structures by assessing associated cognitive skills in children. For instance, it would be inter-
esting to measure whether skills in measures belonging to the visual-spatial factor (D) correlate with performance in 
visual-spatial reasoning measures while skills belonging to the numerical reasoning factor (C) might correlate with non 
visual-spatial reasoning tasks. Similarly, it would be interesting to see which mathematical measures more strongly cor-
relate with children’s ability to store or retrieve information from memory.

Finally, it will be interesting to study children with MLD and examine whether their mathematical impairment is global 
or whether it mainly concerns some of the factors more specifically.

Author contributions  Data collection: A.B-F., C.T. Statistical analysis: G.K. Main manuscript text: G.K., M-P. N., A.B-F. All authors reviewed the 
manuscript.

Funding  Università di Pisa, PRA-2020-31, PRA-2020-31.

Data availability  The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author, [GK], upon reasonable request.

Declarations 

Competing interests  The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License, which 
permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to 
the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if you modified the licensed material. You 
do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material derived from this article or parts of it. The images or other third party 
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If 
material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​
mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by-​nc-​nd/4.​0/.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Vol:.(1234567890)

Research	 Discover Education           (2024) 3:174  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s44217-024-00267-8

Appendix

See Tables 8, 9, 10, 11 and 12 here.

Table 8   Number of items 
of MathPro subtests 
administrated per grade

* Task terminates after 3 consecutive errors

Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4–6

1.Dots comparison 30 30 30
2. Computer mouse speed 10 10 10
3.Single digit numbers comparison 24 24 24
4.Multi-digit numbers comparison 6 9 12
5.Screen keyboard use 10 10 10
6.Numbers dictation* 30 30 30
7.Next number* 18 18 18
8.Previous number* 18 18 18
9.Subitizing 20 20 20
10.Enumeration 14 14 14
11.Addition facts retrieval 12 12 12
12.Mutiplication facts retrieval 0 14 14
13.Mental calculations 12 24 24
14.Number Lines 0–100 22 22 22
15.Number Lines 0–1000 0 22 22
16.Squares 10 10 10
17.Building blocks 8 8 8
18.Word problems* 10 18 18
19.Calculation principles* 15 15 15
20.Numerical patterns* 18 18 18
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Table 9   Results of the 
ANOVAs for grade of the 
MathPro subtests

AC = Accuracy; RT = Reaction time (in milliseconds); PAE = Percentage of absolute errors
1 grades 4–6
2 grades 3–6
*** p < 0.001

Grade

1. Dots comparison (AC) F4,1346 = 32.15***

3.Single-digit numbers comparison (AC) F4,1344 = 18.29.72***

3. Single-digit numbers comparison (RT) F4,1344 = 5.34***

4. Multi-digit numbers comparison1 (AC) F2,839 = 17.35***

4. Multi-digit numbers comparison1 (RT) F2,838 = 31.73***

6.Numbers dictation (AC) F5,1346 = 318.64***

6.Numbers dictation1 (RT) F2,838 = 12.54***

7.Next number (AC) F4,1344 = 45.23***

7.Next number1 (RT) F2,837 = 12.04***

8.Previous number (AC) F4,1346 = 67.68***

8.Previous number1 (RT) F2,836 = 13.25***

9.Subitizing (AC) F4,1344 = 51.71***

10.Enumeration (AC) F4,1346 = 21.35***

10.Enumeration2 (RT) F3,1127 = 43.18***

11.Addition facts retrieval (AC) F4,1346 = 41.76***

11.Addition facts retrieval (RT) F4,1343 = 98.53***

12.Multiplication facts retrieval2 (AC) F3,1125 = 9.18***

12.Multiplication facts retrieval1 (RT) F2,835 = 23.15***

13.Mental calculations (AC) F4,1345 = 26.19***

14.Number line 0–100 (PAE) F4,1345 = 175.79***

15.Number line tasks 0–1002 (PAE) F3,1126 = 61.28***

16.Squares (AC) F4,1345 = 87.32***

17.Building blocks (AC) F4,1344 = 41.64***

18.Word problems (AC) F4,1342 = 27.19***

19.Calculation principles (AC) F4,1340 = 18.35***

20Numerical patterns (AC) F4,1342 = 59.25***

Table 10   First-order 
correlations between the RT 
measures controlled for the 
processing speed for grade 2

**p < 0.01

*p < 0.05

7 9 11 14 16

7.Numbers dictation (RT) –
9.Next number (RT) 0.39** –
11.Previous number (RT) 0.16* 0.49** –
14.Enumeration (RT) 0.22* 0.36** 0.34** –
16.Addition facts retrieval (RT) 0.21* 0.45** 0.45** 0.43** –
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