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What would 
you call a 
giant 
beanstalk?



How many inches long is “long” 
hair?



About how much pizza do you 
think all the kids in Edmonton eat 
in one week?



Or even more “mathy”, e.g.



• 68 can be represented with 32 
base ten blocks.
• 148 can be represented with 43 
base ten blocks.
• 502 can be represented with 142 
base ten blocks.





Choose two numbers so that if 
you add them, the sum is double 
their difference.

What has to be true about those 
numbers? Why?
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Ask questions about the ideas 
encountered.



Task: Make a rectangle out of square 
tiles.
Cut it in half.
What fraction of the old perimeter is the 
new perimeter?



Could the new perimeter be greater than 
the old one? Explain.

Could it be half of the old one? Explain.



Suppose the new perimeter is ¾ of the 
old one.

What could the original rectangle have 
looked like?

Could the fraction be really close to 1? 
When?



Rather than on just knowledge and 
application.



Instead of : How much more is 20 – 3 
than 17 – 5?

I ask:

Without getting answers, how much more 
is 20 – 3 than 20 –13?



Instead of : Write three equivalent 
fractions for 6/10.

I ask:

Draw a picture to show why 6/10 = 3/5.



Instead of : What is the tens digit in 418?

I ask:

Why might some people say there is 1 
ten in 418 but some people say 41?



Use tasks not just because they are 
engaging but on the right topic, but to 
lead to important ideas for kids to learn.



You want kids to realize that if you 
subtract 2-digit numbers, the result can 
be 1-digit or 2-digits, but never 3 digits.



You subtract two 2-digit numbers.

How many digits could the result have?

Is there a number of digits the result 
could not be?



You want kids to know the difference 
between the role of the numerator and 
denominator in a fraction.



Choose a number between 3 and 8.

Use a picture to show a fraction where 
that number is the numerator.

Use a picture to show a fraction where 
that number is the denominator.



Get another kid to look at both pictures 
and guess what your number must have 
been.



Scaffold when kids need help, but not 
automatically.



You ask students to determine the 
dimensions of a rectangle where the 
perimeter is 3 times the length.

Several of them assume the length is 3 
times the width, instead.

What do you do?



An open-ended enough task or 
varied enough task that is suitable 
to every student to whom you are 
assigning it.



A third shape is more like shape A 
than shape B.
What might it look like?

A B



A fraction is just a LITTLE  more than 
1/2. What could it be?



You buy an item and give the clerk 
one bill. Your change is one bill 
and 6 coins.

What might the price have been?



You gave $20 and got back $10 and 6 
quarters--- $8.50

You gave $10 and got back $5 and 6 
pennies--- $4.94.

You gave $20 and got back $5 and 3 
dimes and 3 nickels-- $14.55.



You add two numbers and the digit in the 
tens place is 1.

What could the numbers have been?



30 + 84

201 + 113

10 + 9



The tenth shape in a pattern is a red 
triangle.

What could the pattern look like?









A 3-D shape has more edges than 
vertices.

What could it be?



The value of unknown number in an 
equation that has the number 5 in it 
somewhere has to be 12.

What could the equation be?



5 x [] + 4 = 64

5 + [] = 8 + 9

[] – 5 = 7







We search for meaning.

We search for relationships 
to what we already know.





I’m not so sure.



Do the outcomes really tell us 
what about a topic is important?
How it connects to other topics?





to use the term “big ideas” to look 
at very long term ideas and 
“essential understandings” to 
focus on important, but shorter 
term, ideas.



Any shape can be decomposed 
into smaller shapes and that the 
decomposition might provide 
insights into what we know about 
the larger shape.



Any polygon can be decomposed 
into triangles.



I am focusing on the big ideas.



Let’s consider the number 16.

How do these different 
representations of 16 tell me 
different things about it?
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X X X X X
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X X X X
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X X X X
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8 + 8

10 + 6 20 – 4



X X
X X
X X
X X
X X
X X
X X
X X  





It does not matter whether it is big 
or small.

The same would be true.



Which grew more over the last few 
years?

5 feet 9 feet 20 feet 25 feet



12 and 18?

20 and 24?



What unit change is involved?

3 bowls each held 8 apples.
How many apples were there?



What unit change is involved?

80 cookies are put into bags of 3.
How many bags are required?



Who is taller- Hannah or Jason?



Hannah is 52” tall.



It was a big kitchen.



What do you HAVE to measure to 
be sure whether or not this is a 
square?



If you double the length and width of 
a rectangle, what do you know 
about the new area?



A triangle has the same height and 
base as a parallelogram.

What do you know about the areas?



These are sample big ideas. A more 
complete set for each strand has 
been developed.



They help you “shape” the 
activities/problems you use with 
your students.



They help students know what really 
matters amongst all that happened 
during a class period.



If you bring these relationships to 
students’ attention, those 
connections will, undoubtedly, help 
them learn new things.



Making the math you teach 
coherent will go a LONG way to 
helping your students.


