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Starting with a Story: Using Children’s Literature to Launch Math Investigations to 
Build Deep Understanding and Positive Math Identity 

Grades 3-5 
NCTM-NCTE Joint Conference 

June 17, 2024 
Sue O’Connell 

@SueOConnellMath 
 

How might teaching through investigations deepen students’ math understanding as well as their curiosity, 
confidence, identity, and math joy? 
 
Highlighted Investigations 
 
Dividing a unit fraction by a whole number 
Context: Born and Bred in the Great Depression 

   
For photos during the Great Depression: Children of the Great Depression by Russell Freedman 
 
Adding fractions with like denominators 
Context: Enemy Pie by Derek Munson  
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Multiplying a single-digit number by a multiple of 10 
Context: Dragons Love Tacos by Adam Rubin  

   

 
Understanding the concept of area 
Context: The Raft by Jim LaMarche   

 

Understanding the Concept of Volume 
Context: Crayon Man: The True Story of the Invention of the Crayola Crayon  by Natascha Biebow  

   

 
Multiplying Multi-digit Numbers 
Context: Wangari’s Trees of Peace by Jeanette Winter 
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Understanding Prime and Composite Numbers 
Context: Bean Thirteen by Matthew McElligott  

    

Understanding Powers of Ten 
Context: Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson 

   
 
 
Thinking About the Investigations 

• Who did the thinking? 
• How did the context help? 
• How did the materials help? 
• Why did I record what students shared about their findings? 
• What questions did I ask to prompt discovery? 
• What are the benefits of stepping back and letting students discover math ideas through investigations? 

 
 
Resources 
 
For more investigations: 
www.MathinPractice.com 
www.MathbytheBook.com 
 
Fo        on l  e ou  e         Sue’   e    e    https://www.qualityteacherdevelopment.com/  

Follow Sue on Twitter @SueOConnellMath 

Join the Math in Practice Facebook group! 

New from hand2Mind: Navigating Numeracy K-5 Center Kits  - https://www.hand2mind.com/supplemental-
curriculum/math/navigating-numeracy-learning-progression-centers  
 

Sharing  eans
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For literature to launch math lessons: 
 
Padlet of K-2 Children’s Literature  elated to Math S ills/Concepts 
https://padlet.com/sueoc46/j3uevoy154m1fuhb   
 
Padlet of Grades 3-5 Children’s Literature  elated to Math S ills/Concepts 
https://padlet.com/sueoc46/who7w8089bm6r6k2   
 
Padlet of K-5 Culturally  iverse Children’s Literature with Math Connections 
https://padlet.com/georginarivera123/2ygfo12jusaomm7s  
 
 ownload a list o   20 children’s  oo s and associated math topics at: 
www.MathbytheBook.com  

https://padlet.com/sueoc46/j3uevoy154m1fuhb
https://padlet.com/sueoc46/who7w8089bm6r6k2
https://padlet.com/georginarivera123/2ygfo12jusaomm7s
http://www.mathbythebook.com/

