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Preface

When we first decided to collaborate on a mathematics book, we
had in mind the creation of problems to be done during the sum-
mer. Schools have a long tradition of assigning summer reading;
many teachers ask for parallel assignments in mathematics so that
students do not lose ground over the summer months. Doing math
in the summer—what a thought! Of course, many students will
wonder why anyone would create math problems for vacation time.
Believe it or not, we’re sympathetic to that feeling. And that’s why
we’ve created a set of problems that we hope will be different from
those found in standard textbooks—different in tone and style, but
not in content. These problems are intentionally silly and humor-
ous so students can laugh and be serious about the mathematics, all
at the same time!

There has actually been some analysis of the benefits of humor in
mathematics classrooms. In the December 2004/January 2005 edi-
tion of Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School, George and Janette
Gadanidis and Alyssa Huang state, 

There are several benefits to using humor in the mathematics
classroom (Cornett 1986, 2001; Dyer 1997; Martin and Baksh
1995; Medgyes 2002; Wischnewski 1986): 

• Humor helps create a more positive learning environment. It
helps reduce barriers to communication and increase rapport
between teacher and students.

• Humor helps gain students’ attention and keep their interest in
a classroom activity. 

• By reducing stress and anxiety, humor helps improve compre-
hension and cognitive retention.

• Humor improves students’ attitudes toward the subject.

• Humor helps communicate to students that it is okay for them
to be creative; to take chances; to look at things in an offbeat
way; and perhaps, even make mistakes in the process. 
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x Preface

• Humor can help students see concepts in a new light and
increase their understanding. 

• The use of humor is rewarding for the teacher, knowing that
students are listening with enjoyment. (10 [5]:245)

Although designed for use in the summer, these problems can
also serve as a supplement to the curriculum during the academic
year, as math to do at home with parents, as well as for skills rein-
forcement. Students need a change of pace and environment at
times. These problems were created to provide entertaining con-
texts while keeping the mathematics content targeted and sound.
The problems can be used as assessments, assignments, additional
practice, or extra credit, as well as summer work. In addition, you
will note as you scan the problems that there is a good deal of read-
ing involved, making them an excellent tool for students to practice
reading in context. We assume, then, that these materials could also
be used for reading practice with students.

We ended up with a series of three books, one each for grades 4
and 5, 6 and 7, and 8 and 9. The content for these grade-level
books is based on the focus areas identified in state and national
standards. These areas, however, may vary from school to school.
You may therefore choose to use problems from different grade-
level books to accommodate your needs. Our goal was to make the
materials as flexible as possible. 

Whenever we look at mathematics materials, we tend to be
curious about the authors, wanting to know who they are and why
they wrote the materials at hand. So we’ve each included a short
piece about ourselves, since we think our story is one that may both
surprise and entertain you.

From Faye Nisonoff Ruopp

Paula Poundstone was a student of mine in the 1970s at Lincoln-
Sudbury Regional High School in Sudbury, Massachusetts. Paula
would say that she was never very good at math; I would say quite
the contrary. I saw potential. Paula went on to be a highly success-
ful comedian after she graduated, and we have remained close over
the past thirty-two years. Paula now has her own children who are
studying mathematics, and at times, I get calls (some of them late at
night) about how to do some of the math problems they get in
school. Once Paula told me that she made up stories for the prob-
lems to make them easier for her children to understand. Given her
comedic talents, these stories turned out to be gems. And that’s
when the idea of collaborating on these books occurred to us. So
now, after thirty-two years, she and I can proudly say that she has
written a math book with her math teacher, an accomplishment

PR6_0_FM_3  4/25/06  9:51 PM  Page x



Preface xi

that makes us both smile. We’ve come full circle, and we think this
book is symbolic, in many ways, of the special relationships that stu-
dents and teachers form, of the humanity that characterizes the
study of mathematics, and of the belief that all students can learn
and enjoy doing mathematics—and even smile through it all!

Many teachers hope to make mathematics playful and friendly
for their students. I would like to extend the opportunity to parents
as well. In thinking about my experiences as a parent doing math-
ematics together with my son, Marcus (who has far surpassed my
mathematical abilities, I am proud to admit), I recall fondly the
times when we sat down together to tackle a tough problem and the
car rides when I posed problems such as “We’ve decided you can go
to bed a half hour later each year. At some point you won’t be going
to sleep at all. How old will you be then?” He worked on that prob-
lem for an hour on our way to Vermont one weekend, not knowing
anything about fractions. I also recall when he was about five, I
asked him, “What would happen if you subtracted six from two?”
His response: “You would get four in minus land!” His connection
of mathematics to some fantasy world of negative numbers reminds
me how important it is for children to experience their own inven-
tions and perceptions of how mathematics makes sense to them.
Likewise, Paula’s fantasy contexts, rooted in humor and humanity,
enable us to laugh while at the same time thinking hard about how
the mathematics works.

From Paula Poundstone

How come math makes people cry? You’d think, of all subjects,
history would be the tear jerker. But I cried over math when I was
a kid. My mother used to cry when I asked her to help me. My
high school math teacher and coauthor of this book, Faye Ruopp,
kept a box of tissues on her desk, and if she ran out, class had to
be canceled.

I can remember, when I was a kid, I’d get a word problem, some-
thing like: “Mary had four apples. She shared two of them with Joe.
How many does she have left?”

Although I could calculate the remaining apples, I mostly
wanted to know more about Mary and Joe and would often include
that curiosity in my homework. Were they just friends? How did
Mary get the apples? Why couldn’t Joe take care of himself? What
is it with Joe? Was that even his real name?

So when my own daughters were so frustrated and intimidated
by their elementary school math assignments that they, too, fol-
lowed the time-honored tradition of shedding buckets of tears over
the wonderful world of math, I began to write personalized practice
problems for them. Not surprisingly, once the problems seemed less
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xii Preface

serious, they relaxed a bit and much of the drama slipped away. We
have also spent the last few summers doing a page or two of math
each day and, no duh, both girls took a huge leap in their math
ability as a result. I think the main thing is that it increased their
confidence so they hit the ground running in the fall. We’ve saved
lots of money on tissues and I’m hoping you will too.

I think the idea of our writing a book of these kinds of problems
came from Ms. Ruopp. She had called me because she was going
over her grade book from 1976 and noticed I still had some assign-
ments missing. We got talking and I told her about doing math
with my kids and the next thing you know. . .

And so we offer you these problems in the spirit of improving
understanding and increasing rapport with your audience. We hope
that when your students do these problems, they will smile and per-
haps even laugh, and come to realize that mathematics can be fun
and challenging and enlightening, all at once!
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The problems that follow are in the Measurement
strand. The mathematics includes converting between
units of measurement within the same system by looking
at proportional relationships. Students are also expected
to determine the area and perimeter of two-dimensional
figures, such as parallelograms, trapezoids, and circles. In
addition, students should be able to determine the vol-
ume and surface area of prisms and cylinders. 

The topics covered in these problems were chosen
from state and national standards: 

• Understand the proportional relationships between
units of measurement (same-system conversions)

• Apply formulas for determining area and perimeter or
circumference of parallelograms, trapezoids, and circles

• Determine the surface area and volume of rectangular
prisms and cylinders

Measurement
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Boom Goes the Great Zamboni
In the aftermath of one of the worst circus disasters
in the history of the art form, the Great Zamboni
began to seek recovery.

“Circus Supplies—Everything essential for enter-
taining exquisitely under the big top, conveniently
located in Pontiac, Michigan. Thiz Dave speaking. How
may I enhance your circus?” the Great Zamboni heard
through the phone receiver that he could barely hold to
his ear as he lay bandaged like a mummy in his bed.

“This is the Great Zamboni,” he answered with great
effort. “I am calling to seek satisfaction from the Circus
Supplies Store for the collapse of your faulty cylinder on
which I, the Great Zamboni, had stood as ringmaster of
the Great Zamboni’s World-Famous Circus. The collapse
of your cylinder, sir, caused my own collapse, which star-
tled Bongo, the driver of our clown car, which caused
him to crash, injuring thirty clowns and resulting in
thirty no-seat-belt traffic tickets. The clown car crashed
into Madam Tutuni’s Death-Defying Dance of the Big
Cats Show, startling one of the big cats, who then
refused to leap through the big hoop and instead sprang
at me, practically tearing me limb from limb.”

“You were attacked by a tiger?” marveled Dave.
“No, it was not a tiger,” the Great Zamboni muttered.
“A lion?” Dave asked, amazed.
“No. If you must know, it was a tabby, but it was puffed

up quite large and seemed to think the Great Zamboni
was a fish,” sniffed the Great Zamboni. “Now, you must
refund my money for your faulty cylinder immediately!”

Measurement

P r o b l e m

5
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Boom Goes the Great Zamboni, continued 83

“People don’t really like the animal
circuses anymore anyway,” said Dave.
“We may have done you a favor. You
know, the Chinese Circus does a won-
derful show with a unicycle. They cata-
pult one acrobat after another on top of
the shoulders of Ming Chow, the unicy-
cle rider. It’s fantastic. It keeps costs
down, too, because they only have to
purchase and maintain one unicycle.

“Maybe you could get rid of the ani-
mals and your animal trainers could
learn tricks. Your elephant keeper could
learn a unicycle act. Honestly, he’d
probably like it better than shoveling …”

“My elephant keeper is 65 years old
and weighs 300 pounds,” Zamboni inter-
rupted in a sputtering rage.

“That’d make your circus unique,” per-
sisted Dave the salesman. “You’d be the
only circus with an out-of-shape older
gentleman on a unicycle. I don’t think it
would bring audiences from miles around,

but people in the immediate area with
nothing to do might drop in.

“Now, for a minimum down payment,
I could set aside a unicycle for you
today.”

“I don’t want a unicycle. I want my
money back,” demanded the Great
Zamboni.

“I tell you what,” Dave chirped hap-
pily into the phone. “I’ll make you a
straight trade—the cylinder for an
extrawide trapeze.”

“No, no, no!” screamed the Great
Zamboni, his stitches starting to pop.

“Are you sure you bought it here?
What does it look like? Tell me the sur-
face area and the volume and I’ll see
what I can do. . . . Mr. Zamboni? Are you
there?”

You’d better take over for the Great
Zamboni. The radius of the base of the
faulty cylinder is 5 feet and the height of
the cylinder is 10 feet.

Venn Can We Be Friends? by Faye Nisonoff Ruopp and Paula Poundstone (Heinemann: Portsmouth, NH), © 2006.

A. Find its surface area.

B. Find its volume.
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