People Maths

The purpose of all these activities is to involve the children physically in a mathematical situation. It is of course possible to attempt to solve the problems using counters or by simply writing and drawing on paper. However, by being actually inside the problem, the children are forced to discuss, hypothesise, test and negotiate with each other. These are all essential ingredients of creative problem-solving. At the same time, the teacher can hear the thinking of the children and will be able much more easily to find the right question to ask of each of the working groups. There may well come a time when the group wishes to stop working physically and the children want to work either individually or in small groups. If and when this happens, it is a good idea to create the opportunity for them to report their findings to the rest. This, of course, depends on whether they wish to do this. Also, some children may not want to hear other peoples results but want to carry on working on their own. The sensitivity of the teacher will tell them the best way forward.

All these activities are very rich in mathematical structure. They also can be worked on for a very long time, some for as long as a week. The children must be given time to explore the problems, to make mistakes, to go up blind alleys. The active physical and mental involvement is the most important thing, much more important than getting the “right answer”, whatever that may mean!

For each activity there are the basic instructions to set the problem off. The over-all structure of the problem is given to inform the teacher. There are also some suggested questions to prompt thinking. Which question to ask depends on what the children discover in the problems. The should always be used as a tool to help the children get unstuck if they are stuck or to move them deeper into the problem if they feel they have got it all sewn up! The important thing is to tell them nothing, however frustrating that may be for the teacher!!!!!

Dancing Sums

Mark out 4 large squares on the floor (perhaps sheets of sugar paper) such that the 4 squares form a larger square.

	1
	2

	8


	4


This is the playing board

Each playing board will occupy four children – 3 players and a 1 recorder

So for 20 pupils you will need 5 boards

The 3 ‘counters’ pupils can go wherever they like – all on one square, or all on different areas.  They are worth whatever square they are on at the time.

Now tell them that the smallest number they can make is 3  i.e. all on the one square

What’s the biggest number they can make?  (24 – all on the 8 square)

So now they can make all the numbers between 3 and 24 by moving the counters around.  Watch the patterns of movement that develop – it’s like a dance, a definite sequence.   There are some numbers they can’t make.  Ask them why not?

Could they renumber the 4 areas so as to make all the numbers from 3-24?  1-20?  etc…

SQUARE CHAIRS

Another of the great problems for children of all ages!

Set out nine chairs in a square. Sit eight children on the chairs, leaving a corner chair empty. The object is to get the person in the corner opposite the empty chair into the empty chair. The only permitted moves are to slide onto an empty chair if it is in front of you, behind you or on either side of you. You cannot move diagonally!

            Starting situation:
                      Finishing Situation:
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I’M VERY PLEASED TO MEET YOU!

A good problem to start off with.

Each person in the group introduces themselves to all the others individually and shakes their hands. The question is: “How many handshakes were there??!!”

KING ARTHUR’S PROBLEM

King Arthur wished to find a suitable husband for Glissanda, his mathematically inclined daughter. As he was innumerate, he asked her to find an acceptable problem to sort out the best problem-solver. The next day she came to him and excitedly told him her idea.

“Get all the suitors together in the Great Hall, count them and tell them how many of them there are. Then tell them exactly what you are going to do!”

“Well, what exactly am I going to do?” asked the puzzled king.

“You are going to put just enough chairs, numbered from I to however many suitors there are, around your big table. Then you will climb onto the table and draw your legendary sword. Now comes the interesting part! You will point at the knight in the first chair that means chair number I, and tell him he lives. Then you will turn clockwise and chop off the head of the next knight, tell the next he lives, chop off the head of the next and continue round and round the table until only one is left alive. I’ll marry him!!”

The king was horrified. “Then who will kill dragons and fight for good and rescue maidens and things like that?”

“Don’t be stupid,” she laughed, “You won’t actually need to do it, but the knight who chooses the correct chair will be a very suitable suitor!”

So where will you sit??!!


