
 Teachers Guide for ASK 
 

September 2012: Who Needs Numbers? 
 
 

This guide was prepared by Betty Lou Askin, a retired educator who lives in Toronto, 
Ontario. 
 
Objectives: 

 To appreciate the historical development of numbers. 
 To learn about the concept of doubling numbers. 
 To learn about the number sense exhibited by animals. 

 
Introduction: 
 

• Let the students predict what they think will be included in this magazine based on the 
title. 

• Ask them what they think is happening on the cover. 
• View the Contents pages and discuss the illustrations. 

 
Scoops 
 
Move Over Arizona 

• Why is New Mexico experiencing “growing pains”? 
• Describe what is happening. 

 
Prehistoric Plant Blooms Again 

• How did an ancient squirrel help modern scientists? 
• Why was the plant’s tissue still of use to the scientists? 

 
Hermit Crabitats 

• Why do crabitats have a problem? 
• How do they try to solve their problem? 
• Tell how scientists are trying to help these crabs. 

 
Nestor’s Dock (pages 4-5) 
 

• Why did Trip have the right plans for building? 
• Why did Phil think that he had the problem solved at first? 
• Explain the conclusion.   

 
 
 
Blockhead – the Life of Fibonacci (pages 6-13) 
 
Pre-reading:  There is a number riddle on page 10.  Depending on the skill level of your students, 
you might want to have the students work out this problem before they read the solution/article.  
They could work in groups/pairs or together as a whole class using the chalkboard. 
 
Use the following questions to help with the content and as leads for discussion: 

• What was Leonardo’s favourite pastime? 
• Why was the Maestro unfair to Leonardo? 
• Why was Leonardo called a blockhead? 



• When did this story take place? 
• What is the bell tower on page 8 called? 
• Why did Leonardo not wish to be a merchant? 
• Does a merchant need knowledge of numbers?  Explain your answer. 
• What advice did Alfredo give to Leonardo? 
• What is the difference between Roman numerals and numerals? 
• Why was Leonardo’s work important? 
• Why did Leonardo say that Mother Nature loved numbers? 
• Follow-up:  Let the students look around the classroom to find evidence of numbers e.g. 

tiles in the floor or ceiling, number of windows, chairs, lights, etc.  Go outside on a 
number hunt e.g. cars, houses and nature. 

 
Who Needs Numbers? (pages 14-17) 
 
Use these ideas with this article: 

• Why did people eventually need numbers? 
• Tell how bones were used for counting. 
• Describe how counting changed in Sumer. 
• How did the ancient Egyptians use math? 
• How was ancient Chinese math similar to our own math? 
• Write the current year in Roman numerals. 
• What are quipus? 
• How did India contribute to our numbering system? 
• Who brought eastern math ideas to the west? 

 
The Wheat on the Chessboard (pages 18-19) 
 
Use the Read Aloud Method to read this story. 
Questions to use with this story: 

• What did Sessa make for the king? 
• How did the king wish to thank Sessa? 
• What did Sesser ask for as payment? 
• Explain what happened during their daily game of chess. 
• Describe how the story ends. 
 

 
Can Animals Count? (20-23) 
 
Reading for information: 

• Explain how animals know the difference between more or less.  Give examples. 
• Why is it important that animals understand more or less.?  Give examples. 
• Explain how some animals can count. 
• Describe the math test for a New Zealand robin. 
• What do scientists think about animals’ and babies’ number sense? 
• Tell about the baby chick experiment. 
• How did the college students compare with the monkeys in math? 

 
Number Tricks (pages 24-27) 
 
Ideas to use with this article: 

• To motivate the students and to have some fun together, you might want to try these 
tricks yourself before you let them look at these pages. 



• Depending on the skill level of your students use the following method.  Divide the class 
into 6 groups and assign one of the tricks to each group.  Ask the students to learn about 
the trick.  They would then take turns trying  the trick with the rest of the class. 

 
My Favorite Number (31) 
 

• Ask the students to follow the instructions on page 31. 
• Have them share their ideas with one another. 

 
Jimmy the Bug (32) 
 

• What is short-term memory? 
• What is long-tem memory? 
• Why do scientists think that we forget things? 

 
Marvin and Friends 
 

• Why do you think that Zia divided the cupcakes into groups of  2 and 3? 
• How did Marvin think to settle the debate? 

 
 

 
 
 
     

 
 
 


