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A TEACHER REFLECTS

Estimating the Cost
of a Classroom Wall

To begin Lesson 4, I taped up a piece
: of paper that was 1 meter by 1 meter

against the front wall and asked the class, “If this

area of wall costs $53, estimate how much the

whole wall would cost. Write down your estimate

and how you got it.” Jessica volunteered, “I fig-

ured that the wall was about 9 meters long, so

9 times $53 is $477. And the wall is about

3 meters high, so 3 times $53 is $159. So, $477

plus $159 is $636.”

I could tell as I looked around the class that some
of the students realized Jessica’s mistake. I wanted
to see if someone could extend her reasoning so
that Jessica could see for herself where it had
gone astray. I asked for a volunteer to explain
Jessica’s method. Georgianna came up to the
board and drew a diagram, explaining, “This
shows a 9 by 3 wall, but Jessica’s method has left
out a lot of the squares on the wall. I agree with
the 9 by 3 rectangle, but I would calculate it dif-
ferently; 9 times 3 is 27 square meters. Then 27
times $53 is the total cost of $1,431.”

I asked if all students agreed on 3 meters as the
height. Gabe said that he had used 2.5 instead of
3 and that he had thought about the wall in
strips. “I pictured it to be 9.5 meters across and
2.5 meters down. So I added 9.5 and 9.5, but
there wasn’t room for another whole meter, so I
only added half. So 19 plus 4.75 is 23.75. Multi-
plying 23.75 by $53 gives me $1,258.75.”

There were a number of blank stares, so I asked
Gabe if he could explain using pictures instead of
just numbers. The idea of using multiple repre-
sentations is important for students, both for
learning new ideas and for presenting ideas of
their own. It took Gabe a couple of tries to figure
out how to illustrate his method, but he came up
with a way:

“Make a strip along the bottom of the wall (Fig-
ure A). This strip, which is 1 by 9.5, would cost
9.5 times $53, or $503.50. Then I thought
another whole strip would fit (Figure B), another
$503.50. But there isn’t room for another strip at
the top; I could only put half a strip (Figure C).
So 4.75 times $53 is $251.75. Adding up $503.50
plus $503.50 plus $251.75 gives a total of
$1,258.75.

Sylvia raised her hand. “T just thought of the
square meter like wallpaper. I just sort of moved
it over the wall with my eyes and counted out
how many times it would fit and got about 30.
Multiply 30 by $53 and so my estimate was
$1,590.” I mentioned that this method was a good
way to make a quick estimate.

We brought some closure to the exercise by using
a tape to measure the wall. We got dimensions of
9.5 meters by 2.75 meters for a cost of $1,385.
Students were able to see that their thinking had
been on target.



