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What’s My Strategy? 
Math problems may have one correct answer, but there’s 

more than one way to find that solution. Let your youngster 

explore these strategies to see which ones work best in 

different situations.

Strategy #1: Use objects 
Matching up objects with numbers is a great way for your 

child to see what’s happening in a math problem. Have him 
gather 50–100 small items like cereal pieces or paper clips.

Then, he can use those objects to show his homework 
problems. For instance, if he has to solve 48 ÷ 6, he could 
divide 48 cereal pieces evenly into 6 piles. The answer (quo-
tient) would be the number of pieces in each pile (8). Or he 
might make groups of 6 pieces each. He’ll keep making piles 
of 6 until all 48 pieces are used—the quotient would be the 
number of groups (8). Idea: Ask your youngster which multi-
plication problems he just demonstrated (6 x 8 = 48 and 8 x 6 
= 48). Or what if the pieces don’t divide evenly? Say his prob-
lem is 49 ÷ 6. He’ll find he has one cereal piece left over—or 
a remainder of 1.

Strategy #2: Act it out 
Suggest that your 

child act out story 
problems to help 
her understand 
the math. Here’s 
an example:

“Julie works at 
a hardware store. 
One Saturday, 
Kim came in 
to buy a lawn 
mower that cost 
$278. She gave 
the cashier 
$300. What 
change should 
she get back?”

Your youngster can set up a store and act out the problem 
with play money. She might practice swapping a $100 bill for 
10 $10 bills and a $10 bill for 10 $1 bills. This is a great way 
to visualize math using place value.

Strategy #3: Draw a picture
The difference between 0.1 and 0.01 may not seem like 

much to your child, but when he draws it, the difference will 
be obvious.

Start by having him draw two large boxes that are the same 
size and dividing each box into 10 equal rows. In one box he 
should shade one row. This represents 0.1 (1–10). For the second 
box, ask him to divide it further into 10 equal columns. That 
will make 100 small squares. What happens if he shades one 
square in that box? He will illustrate 0.01 ( 1 –100). Now, at a glance, 
he’ll see that 0.1 is way more than 0.01. 

You can encourage your youngster to apply the “draw a 
picture” strategy to all sorts of math problems. For instance, 
he could sketch the elements of a word problem to help him 
understand what is being asked and to illustrate the steps.
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Strategy #4: Estimate to justify 
With four dice and paper and pencil, your child is ready to 

practice estimating. Have her roll two dice to form a number 
(3 and 4 could be 34 or 43), while you roll the other two dice 
to make another number. 

Announce your numbers, and ask her to estimate the sum. 
If the numbers are 43 and 62, she might think, “40 + 60 = 
100” and estimate the answer at 100. Meanwhile, you figure 
out the actual sum (43 + 62 = 105). If her estimate is close to 
your sum, she can assume your answer is probably right since 
estimates help predict solutions. Suggest you both roll again, 
except let her figure the sum while you estimate. With just a 
few tries, your youngster will realize the value of estimating 
to check if her answer makes sense.

Strategy #5: Put it on the line
Number lines are a handy tool for understanding number 

relationships. To make a number line, your child should draw 
a line and add tick marks for each number—say 1–20—and 
label 0, 5, 10, 15, and 20. 

Then, take turns demonstrating a number pattern for the 
other person to guess. For instance, you might start at 0 and 
draw an arc to 2, another arc from 2 to 4, then another arc 
from 4 to 6, and so on. He would guess your pattern is + 2. 
Now, see if you can guess a pattern he creates. Some sugges-
tions are:

• x 2 (1, 2, 4, 8, 16)
• + 4 (0, 4, 8, 12, 16) 
• a two-step pattern like + 5, – 1 (0, 5, 4, 9, 8)

Strategy #6: Number sentences 
Your youngster and her friends will have a “blast” with this 

approach. Give each child a blown-up balloon and a perma-
nent marker. Call out a math problem, such as 12 x 5, and set 
a timer for 3 minutes. Using the marker, each person should 
write all the number sentences she can think of that would 
solve the problem. 

Examples: 
• 12 x 5 = 60
• 12 + 12 + 12 + 12 + 12 = 60
• (10 x 5) + (2 x 5) = 60
• 12 x 10 = 120 and 120 ÷ 2 = 60 

When 3 minutes are 
up, let them swap bal-
loons to check each oth-
er’s answers. Then they 
get to pop the balloons!

Make a game out of using all the different 
math strategies your child is learning. 

First, have him write 20 addi-
tion, subtraction, multiplication, or 
division problems on separate slips 
of paper. Examples: 399 + 73 = __, 
4 x 72 = __.  

Then, each player gets 6 toy cars 
and draws a 6-space parking lot on a 
sheet of paper. In every parking spot, the 
player writes a different math strategy like 

“use objects,” “act it out,” “draw pic-
tures,” or any of the other strategies. 

Turn the math-problem slips 
facedown. Now take turns pick-
ing one and using one of your 
strategies to figure out the 
problem. Solve it correctly, 
and you get to park a car on 
that strategy. The winner is 
the first person to fill up his 

parking lot.

Putting it all together: Where should I park? 



© 2016 Resources for Educators, a division of CCH Incorporated

Intermediate Edition

continued

Whether they involve adding, dividing, multiplying, or working with fractions, these creative games will engage 

your child in learning fun!

Make 25! 
Using mental math and strategic thinking, be the last 

player to add to 25.

You’ll need: 36 slips of paper, pencil

1. Number 20 slips of paper 1–20, and label the other 16 slips 
1–16. Lay them faceup.

2. The first player adds two or more of the numbers together 
to equal 25 and picks up the numbers she used (say, 9 + 16 or 
3 + 2 + 20).

3. Take turns coming up with combinations of numbers to 
equal 25 from the remaining numbers, taking them as you go. 
When no more possible combinations exist, the last player 
who made 25 wins.

Variation: Include more numbers. Allow subtraction, multi-
plication, or division. Or choose a different target number.

Multiplying marbles 
Shoot marbles onto a bull’s-eye, and watch how quickly 

your score multiplies.

You’ll need: sidewalk chalk or paper and pencil, marbles

1. On a sidewalk or paper, draw a large target with 5 circles. 
Label the center “x 10” (times 10), the remaining circles mov-
ing outward “x 7,” “x 6,” “x 4,” and “x 3,” and the space out-
side the circles “x 2.”

2. Have each player select 10 marbles that he can identify as 
his. Tip: If they look too much alike, mark the marbles with 
different-colored dots using permanent markers or nail polish.

3. From a designated starting spot, take turns shooting or 
rolling marbles into the target. When each player has rolled 
10 marbles, he counts how many of his marbles ended up 
in each area and multiplies that number by the multiplier 
from that circle. He then adds the products together to get 
his score. For instance, if a player has 3 marbles in “x 7,” 2 in 
“x 4,” 3 in “x 3,”and 2 outside the circles, he would multiply:

3 x 7 = 21
2 x 4 = 8
3 x 3 = 9
2 x 2 = 4

His score would 
be 42 (21 + 8 + 9 + 
4 = 42).

4. High score wins.
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Divide and recycle 
Gathering the leftover blocks for “recycling” is a fun way 

to practice division skills, with and without remainders.

You’ll need: die, 6 bowls, 20 blocks

1. The first player rolls the die and takes that number of 
bowls (roll 3, and get 3 bowls). He then divvies up the 20 
blocks equally into the bowls, putting aside any remainder. 
Example: Put 6 blocks into each of the 3 bowls (6 x 3 = 18). 
The 2 blocks left over go into his “recycling” pile and are his 
to keep.

2. The next player collects the 18 blocks from the bowls and 
rolls the die to divide them up again. If he rolls a 5, he takes 
5 bowls and divides the 18 blocks, 3 per bowl, with 3 left for 
his recycling pile. Then, the first player removes the 15 blocks 
now in the bowls (and therefore still in play) and takes his 
turn. Note: If the blocks divide evenly with no remainder, the 
player collects no blocks.

3. Continue 
playing until 
fewer than 
6 blocks 
remain. The 
person with 
the most 
blocks to 
recycle wins 
the game.

What number’s on top? 
Collect tokens to equal the missing numerator—and win 

this game of equivalent fractions.

You’ll need: 20 index cards, pencil, 30 tokens (bingo chips, 
pennies) for each player

1. On each index card, write 
a set of equivalent 
fractions—but 
replace one 
numerator 
(top num-
ber) with 
a box (for 
example, 1–2 = ■■–6 
or ■■–3 = 6–9 ). Stack the cards 
facedown.

2. Put all the tokens in the middle of the table.

3. On each turn, draw a card, determine the value that goes 
inside the box, and collect that number of tokens. If you pick 
2–4 = ■■–2 , you get 1 token (because 2–4 = 1–2). 

4. The first one to collect 30 tokens wins. (If all the cards get 
used first, reshuffle and restack them.) 

Variation: Make four more index cards with equivalent frac-
tions. Label each one “Give back,” and make sure the value 
in the box will be 1, 2, or 3 (“Give back ■■–5 = 2–10”). When these 
cards are drawn, the player figures out the numerator and has 
to return that number of tokens to the pile. For instance, draw 
“Give back ■■–5 = 2–10,” and return 1 token because 1–5 = 2–10.

Diving for decimals 
Perform fancy dives like an Olympian—then based on 

“judges’ scores” and the degree of difficulty, see who wins the 
meet.

You’ll need: paper, scissors, pencil, bag, “diver”(an action 
figure),

1. Cut 17 pieces of paper, and write a score on each one (2.0, 
2.5, 3.0, 3.5, through 10.0). Mix the slips in the bag.

2. The first-round dive is worth a 1.3 degree of difficulty. Take 
turns using the diver to “perform” an amazing dive. 

3. To see your score, draw 5 judges’ scores from the bag. As 
in real diving competitions, throw out the highest and lowest 
scores, add the remaining numbers, and multiply the total 
by the degree of difficulty. If your youngster got 9.5, 7.0, 5.0, 
10.0, and 8.0, she would drop 5.0 and 10.0. The remaining 
scores total 24.5 (9.5 + 7.0 + 8.0 = 24.5), and she would 

multiply 24.5 x 1.3 = 31.85 for her final score. Put the papers 
back in the bag so the other players can complete their first 
dives and calculate their scores.

4. All players then perform a second dive with a degree of dif-
ficulty of 2.4.

5. A third and final 
round of dives is 
worth a 3.2 
degree of diffi-
culty. After 
totaling scores 
for this round, 
add up all your 
scores. The high-
est one takes 
home the gold!
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The Weather Outside
A few household items and your child’s observations can 

teach him a lot about the weather. Our forecast? The activ-

ities in this guide will inspire your youngster to use science 

and math to learn about meteorology.

Weather tracker  
Watching weather patterns lets your child see how weather 

travels.

Materials: map, paper, pencil, Internet or newspapers

Help your youngster find your city or town on a map and 
then choose a town in each direction (north, south, east, 
west). Have him draw a chart on paper with the days of the 
week down the left side and five columns (one each for your 
hometown and the other four locations).

For one week, he can check the weather report for each 
place (online or in a newspaper) and record the conditions in 
his chart. After a week, encourage him to look for patterns in 
how the weather moved and to predict tomorrow’s weather at 

home. He might say that yesterday it was sunny and 85° to 
the west and predict warm, sunny weather for your town.

What’s happening? Most weather systems follow the jet 
stream—a large air current that blows from west to east.

Folklore forecast
“Red sky in morning, sailor take warning. Red sky at night, 

sailor’s delight.” Long ago, people used signs from nature to 
predict the weather. 
Encourage your child 
to test this saying for 
accuracy.

Materials: crayons, 
paper

Suggest that your 
youngster draw pictures 

of each day’s sunrise and 
sunset and note what 

they would predict according to the sailor’s rhyme. For exam-
ple, a red sunset would mean fair weather tomorrow, while a 
red sunrise would indicate a stormy day. The next day, have 
her record the actual weather conditions at the bottom of the 
drawing. After a few days, she can analyze the data she col-
lected. Does the saying hold true?

What’s happening? The sky’s color shows changes in atmo-
spheric pressure. Also, the amount of moisture and dust parti-
cles in the air affects the color and the weather conditions. A 
red sunrise can mean low pressure (rain) is coming. A red sun-
set may indicate high pressure (fair weather) is on the way.

Do-it-yourself frost 
Some farms use wind machines to protect plants from frost. 

Here’s a way for your child to see how frost forms—and how 
to prevent it from forming.  

Materials: an empty soup can with the label removed, crushed 
ice, salt, spoon, fan 

Have your youngster make frost by filling the can 2–3 full 
with ice. Let him stir in 1–2 tsp. salt—this will lower the melt-
ing point of the ice and bring the can’s surface below the 
freezing point. Soon, water vapor from the air will condense 
and freeze on the can’s outer surface, and he will see frost. 
Next, he can repeat the process, but this time, place the can a 
few feet from a fan set on low. What does your child discover? 
Let him experiment with moving the can closer to or farther 
from the fan, and with changing the fan’s speed, to determine 
the best way to keep 
frost from forming.

What’s happening? 
Steady air move-
ment prevents 
water vapor from 
condensing and 
freezing on 
surfaces. 
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Cloud census 
Observing clouds is another tool for predicting the weather. 

Suggest this idea. 

Materials: Internet access or books about clouds, paper, 
crayons

Using a library book on clouds or a printout from a website, 
your youngster can learn to identify the types of clouds she 
sees outside. Encourage her to create a recording sheet with 
four columns, one labeled “Cloud types” and three labeled for 
the weather: “Mostly sunny,” “Mostly cloudy,” and “Stormy.” 

She could identify the clouds she sees each day (cirrus, 
stratus, cumulus, and so on) and log them with tally marks. 
For instance, if she sees both cirrus and cumulus clouds on 
a mostly sunny day, she would make one tally mark in the 
“Mostly sunny” column for both cirrus and cumulus. (Hint: 
She should do her recording around the same time each day.) 

Eventually, your child may be able to look at the clouds and 
tell you what kind of weather to expect. 

What’s happening? Different types of clouds indicate differ-
ent types of weather ahead. For example, stratus clouds indi-
cate rain or snow, while cirrus clouds usually mean good 
weather ahead.

Twister in a jar This experiment will create a vortex that resembles the 
whirling mass found in tornadoes and hurricanes.

Materials: empty jar with lid, water, dish soap, glitter 
(optional)

Have your youngster fill the jar 3–4 full of water and add a 
drop of dish soap. Help him screw the lid on tightly and shake 
to mix. (The soap bubbles will make it easier to see the vor-
tex.) Tell him to swirl the jar in a quick circular motion and 
place it on the table. If he looks through the side of the jar, 
he’ll spot a vortex spinning in the water. Idea: Add 1–2 tsp. of 
glitter to the jar so he can see how debris moves within a 
vortex.

What’s happening? Swirling the bottle makes the water spin 
and creates centripetal force—a force that causes the rotating 
water to move toward the center. 

Temperature explorer 
Collecting data from several locations will help your child 

explain variances in temperature.

Materials: outdoor thermometer, graph paper, red crayon

Help your youngster identify four outdoor locations: a 
sunny lawn, a shaded lawn, a sunny paved area (like a basket-
ball court), and a shaded paved area (say, a driveway under a 
tree). Then, have her measure the temperature in each spot 
and make a bar graph to compare them. She can label the loca-
tions along the bottom and write numbers for the temperature 
up the left side.

Now she’ll color a bar to represent the temperature recorded 
for each location. Idea: Suggest that she record the tempera-
tures three times a day and choose different colors on the bars 

to represent each time. Finally, let her use her graph to make 
comparisons and explain her findings. What does she think 
caused the differences in temperature? 

What’s happening? Concrete and asphalt absorb and hold 
more heat than areas with dirt and grass do. That’s why cities 
are often warmer than suburban or rural surroundings.


