
Problems from Grades 3-5 Problem Solving e-workshop 
 
Martian Aging  
Each planet takes a different amount of time to travel or orbit around the sun. It takes the Earth a little more than 365 
days to complete its orbit. Mars needs 687 days. About how many times longer is a year on Mars than on Earth? 
Recalculate your current age. If you had been born on Mars, what would your age be in Mars years? Make a list of 
your family members and their ages. Figure out how old each of your family members would be if you lived on 
Mars or you were Martians! Share this information with a friend. Compare your problem-solving strategy with your 
friend’s strategy. How are your strategies alike or different?  
From Math by the Month, September 2004TCM. 

 
Crazy Eights 
How many eights would you write down if you wrote all of the whole numbers from 1 to 100? How could you find 
this answer without having to write all the numbers and count them? If you counted a different digit, would you 
have the same amount? Explain your thinking. 
From Math by the Month, April 2000 TCM. 
 
Time for Lacrosse  
The sport of lacrosse is a combination of basketball, soccer, and hockey. Youth games are played in four 8-minute 
quarters. Each team is given a 2-minute break between the first and second quarters and between the third and fourth 
quarters. Halftime is 10 minutes long. If 20 minutes is needed between each game, how many games can be played 
between 8 a.m. and noon? Create a schedule for your local lacrosse field. 
From Math by the Month, May 2005 TCM. 

 
Volunteering  
Three friends volunteer this month at the local animal shelter. Candice volunteers every third day, Gloria every 
fourth day, and Jamie every sixth day. All three girls start volunteering on April 1. Predict which two girls will work 
together most often. On which days do two of the girls work together? When do all three girls work together? In 
your mathematics journal, explain how you solved this problem. Show your work. 
From Math by the Month, April 2004 TCM. 

 
A 4-day week?  
A week has not always been 7 days long! For some cultures, the cycle of the moon or the seasons was used to 
measure time. In ancient times, weeks might be from 4 to 10 days long, depending on the time needed to get ready 
for the next market day. Calculate the number of “weeks” that would make a year if a week was 4, 5, or 10 days 
long. How do your answers compare with the number of 7-day weeks in a year? 
From Math by the Month, December 2000 TCM. 

 
More or Less 
Place eight quarters in a row. Replace every other coin with a dime. Replace every third coin with a nickel. Finally, 
replace every fourth coin with a penny. What is the value of the eight coins now? How much more or less money do 
you have than when you started? Were any coins not replaced? Why or why not? 
From Math by the Month, May 2001 TCM. 

 
Puzzle Time 
A frog fell in a well that was 20 feet deep. Each day he climbed 3 feet up the well’s sides. At night he slid 
back down 1 foot. How many days did it take him to climb out of the well? Share your solution method 
with a friend. 
From Math by the Month, December 2004/January 2005 TCM. 

 
$10.00 Design 
If a yellow hexagon is worth $3.00, a red trapezoid is worth $1.50, a blue rhombus is worth $1.00, and a green 
triangle is worth $.50, what would a design with a value of $10.00 look like? Create this design. 
From Math by the Month, November 1999 TCM. 
 
Aliaba 
Aliaba was arranging the carpets for the flying carpet brigade. 
They were going to fly in a rectangular formation. 



When he put 4 carpets in each row, he had 3 left over. 
When he put 5 carpets in each row, he had 1 left over. 
How many carpets could there have been in the carpet brigade? 
Use more than one way to present your solution(s). 
Source:  101 Short Problems from Equals, Edited by Jean Kerr Stenmark, EQUALS,       
Lawrence Hall of Science  
Contributed by: Jeanne LaVana, Math Facilitator, Tarawa Terrace II Elementary School, Tarawa Terrace, NC 28584 
 
Who’s Who 
There are four girls who are sisters.  One sister has a 
flag on her shirt, one has a flower, one has a star and 
the last sister has a polka dot shirt.  Their names are 
Amanda, Lori, Becky, and Joni.  Amanda does not have a 
star on her shirt.  Becky does not have a flower or a flag 
on her shirt.  Joni's shirt has polka dots.  Lori does not 
have a flag on her shirt.  Name each girl with their 
shirt. 
 
Ages 
Mary Beth's age is 3 times the age of her sister Ellen. 
 Ellen is now 4 years old.  How old will they both be when 
Mary Beth is only twice the age of Ellen? 
Contributed by K. Fowler, Queen Annes County, Maryland 
 

The PTA Meeting 
The PTA is expecting ______ members at its October meeting at Mrs. Rodriguez's house. Mrs. Rodriguez has 
________ chairs. She needs ______ more chairs so that everyone can sit down. Her neighbor will bring ______ 
chairs. Her son will bring ______ more chair. Then she will be ready for the meeting. 
 
1   3    4   31    35 
 
1.First, read the problem. 
2. Look at the numbers in the box. 
3. Put the numbers in the blanks where you think they fit best. 
4. Read the problem again. Do the numbers make sense? 
5. Explain how you know you have the numbers in the correct blanks. 
Contributed by Abby Witter, Wausau, WI Source:  Roads to Reasoning (Creative Publications/McGraw-Hill 2001) 
 
Salamander Toes 
Show the multiplication sentence for the number of toes on a salamander.  (Our class pet or any creature where 5X4 
needs more consideration, and even research to find the correct answer.) Kids find out that amphibians' front feet 
only have four toes each! This is a FUN way to learn not to assume. 
Contributed by: Aaron Boller, Wausau, WI 54403 
 
Money in Your Pocket 
You have $3.15 in US coins in your pocket.  You only have dimes and quarters and there are more quarters than 
dimes.  How many quarters do you have? 
Contributed by Peggy Grieser, Wausau, WI, Source: www.whitehouse.gov/kids/math 
 
Student Query 
How many math problems would an average grade 4 student complete in a school year? 
 
Comment: This problem has no definite answer but my students felt it was worth discussion and wanted it 
submitted. 
Contributed by: Arlene Pineo, Sunbury, New Brunswick 
 
Double Threes 
How many numbers between 100 and 500 have at least two digits that are 3?  
Contributed by: Jeanette Clowater, New Brunswick, Source: 3rd Annual National Conference on Differentiated Instruction For Grades K-12 
  
 



Remainder 
You divide a 3-digit number by a 1-digit number and get a whole number quotient.  How many digits can the 
quotient have?   
Contributed by: Jeanette Clowater, New Brunswick, Source: 3rd Annual National Conference on Differentiated Instruction For Grades K-12 
  
Twelve Days of Christmas 
Recall the Christmas carol. . . 
"On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me partridge in a pear tree.  On the second day of Christmas my 
true love gave to me two turtle doves and a partridge in a pear tree.  On the third day of Christmas my true love gave 
to me three French hens, two turtle doves and a partridge in a pear tree."  The carol continues until "On the twelfth 
day of Christmas my true love gave to me twelve drummers drumming, eleven pipers peping, ten lords a leaping, 
nine ladies dancing, eight maids a milking, seven swans a swimming, six geese a laying, five golden rings, four 
calling birds, three French hens, two turtle doves and a partridge in a pear tree." 
If you were not happy with these gifts and you returned one per day, how many days would that take?  
Contributed by: Jeanette Clowater, New Brunswick, Source: 3rd Annual National Conference on Differentiated Instruction For Grades K-12 
 
A Twist on “Digits on Tickets” 
Betty wrote a list of consecutive whole numbers on a set of tickets starting with the number 1. She used 261 digits.  
What was the last number she wrote? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 37 
 
Making Change 
In how many ways can you make change for a dollar using only dimes or nickels?   
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 33 
 
Two “Fives” Clock 
On a digital clock showing hours and minutes, how many different readings between noon and 6:00 p.m. contain at 
least two 5s? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 31 
 
Palindrome Clock 
How many times during a day will a digital clock show a palindrome? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 31 
 
Count Prime Dates 
A prime day has a month and day which are both prime numbers. Thus 5/13 is a prime day. How many prime days 
will occur in the year 2007? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 29 
 

Multiple Days 
For how many days during the year is the number of the day a multiple of the number of the month? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 29 
 

Palindrome Bus 
While driving the mathematics team to a contest, the driver noticed that the odometer on the bus read 21912. The 
driver also noticed that this number was a palindrome, reading the same backward as forward. The team sponsor 
said, “I’ll bet it will take a long time before that happens again!” However just 120 minutes later, the driver reported 
that it happened again. What was the odometer reading at that time? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 21 
 

Egg Timer 
If you only have a 7-minute timer and an 11-minute timer, how could you time the cooking of an egg for 15 
minutes? 
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 13 
 
Four Digit Palindromes 
A palindrome is a number that reads the same from right to left as it does from left to right. For example 363,77, and 
6226 are palindromes. How many four-digit palindromes are there?   
Source: Menu Collection: Problems Adapted from “Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School”, page 33 
 



Quadruplets 
Brian, Bennie, Butch, and Barry are quadruplets and the only way their father can tell them apart is by the color of 
their shirts.  Neither Butch nor Barry likes red.  Bennie always wears green.  Barry started to choose yellow, but he 
decided against it. Brian's favorite brother wears blue.  What color shirt does each boy wear? (Hint: Create a chart to 
help solve the problem). 
Contributed by: John Gannaio, Dover, NJ 
Source: Problem Solving Experiences in Mathematics, Blackline Masters:  
Addison - Wesley Publishing Company (Authors - Randall I. Charles, Robert P. Mason, Dianne Garner, 1985). 
 

Holiday Countdown 
How many weeks, days, hours, minutes and seconds until a holiday?  Every few days we'd figure this out, talk about 
the process and compare the differences in the time. 
Contributed by: Jill Meek, New Brunswick(Canada) 
 

Five Digits of Fun 
My thousands digit is the first that is perfect, 
But if you’re not happy with that, 
It’s also the product of the first two primes, 
According to my precocious cat. 
 
My units digit is the odd of those primes, 
And if you look at it and my tens, 
You’ll find a number divisible by three, 
But not by the square of that, friends. 
 
Now let’s look at my hundreds and thousands. 
If you examine those two as they’re paired, 
You’ll find they form a number divisible by 
An even prime that’s been squared. 
 
Now let’s look at my body in whole. 
Five different digits you see, 
In order (or not) you’ll find that they are 
Divisible by nine, yes siree! 
 
Can you find the mystery number? 
 
Bonus:  There is more than one number that fits this poem-can you find 

another? 
 

Answer:  There are four possibilities: 16803, 16893, 56403, or 56493. 
The first perfect number is 6, so the thousands digit must be a six-this is also the product of the first two primes-2 & 3.  The units (or 
ones) digit is the odd of those primes, so it must be 3.  The three possibilities for numbers divisible by 3 but not 9 are 03, 33, and 93 
(63 is divisible by 9).  The two-digit number formed by the hundreds and thousands must start with six (see above), so to be divisible 
by 4 they could be 60, 64, or 68.  The final step is to put them together with five different  digits. 

Contributed by: Cindy Chirumbole, Queen Anne County, Maryland 
Source: www.mathforum.com/elempow/solutions/solution.ehtml?puzzles=53 

 

 
Bikes and Wagons 
Bobby is a six year old boy who loved to count things.  One day his Uncle Joe took him to a Sporting Goods Store.  
He saw bicycles, tricycles, and wagons.  When he go home he told his mother he counted thirty-six (36) wheels in 
all.  he said there were fewer wagons than bicycles, but more bicycles than tricycles.  How many of each did Bobby 
see?  Explain your answer. 
 Contributed by: Shirley Jerome, Dover, NJ 
SOURCE:  unknown.  I had read a similar problem in a magazine about a child going to a farm.  The child couldn't see above the fence, he could 
only count the feet. 
  
Make a Gift 
 After the children have studied the shapes included in the pattern blocks and have had many opportunities to build 
designs in free play, we ask the children to fill in the shape of a "gift" using the pattern blocks.  It is very interesting 



to observe the children approach this task.  Some try to use a symmetrical approach, others try to fill the shape with 
only one kind of shape, others use a random approach.  Some children become "stuck" because they are trying to use 
the square shape (the only one that doesn't tessellate...)  If the children run out of one kind of shape, some of them 
will automatically try to replace that shape with equivalent shapes (for example, instead of using a hexagon, they 
will use two trapezoids or six triangles).  It is a great activity for building flexibility of thought and for learning the 
equivalent shapes.  After the children have completed filling the space (with no spaces), they count how many of 
each shape they used and then graph the results.  The children learn that there is no one "right" way to solve this 
problem and enjoy seeing each others' solutions.  If a student finishes early, they are encouraged to try it in another 
way or to help their friends. 
Contributed by: Robin Smith 
 

Dots Before Your Eyes 
How many dots are there in the arrangement below? Find your answer in as many ways as possible. 
 

 
 

Walk-a-Thon  
Matt is going on a walk-a-thon.  For every ½ mile he walks he earns 75 cents.  When he finished his walk he earned 
$3.75.  How far did he walk?   How much further would he have to walk to earn $5.00? 
 Contributed by: Amy Wish, Branchburg, NJ 
Source:  modified from a similar problem on mathabout.com 

 
Holiday Shopping and Surfing  
Charlene's mom has agreed to let her do her holiday shopping using the Internet. Charlene has budgeted $100 for 
gifts this year, and she wants to buy presents for her mom, her dad, her little brother, her best friend, and her teacher. 
With the rest of her funds, she will buy materials to make holiday cards for other friends and family.  
Charlene has two requirements for the Internet sites at which she will shop. First, they must abide by the rule that 
Internet sites not charge tax on purchases. Second, they must offer free shipping and handling for holiday shoppers.  
After an hour of surfing the Web, Charlene has created the following list:  
- TerifficTops.com sells women's sweaters for $23.79 
- ForYourBrother.com has a marble racer for $12.22 
- ScarvesAndMoreScarves.com sells one scarf for $8.99 or two for $14.95 
- GardeningGrubbies.com lists all gardening books at $6.95 today only 
- MagicalBookworms.com offers Harry Potter books for $11.49 each 
- HowIsYourGarden.com has a video clearance, any video $12.25 
- StuffForBoys.com sells mini-tractors for $2.72 each 
- TeachersAreTreasures.com has apple paperweights for $10.99 each  
Here are the gifts Charlene has decided to buy:  

• one festive scarf and an Herb Gardening Greats book for her mother  
• a "100 Handy Horticulture Tips" video for her dad  
• one marble racer for her little brother  



• two Harry Potter books for her best friend  
• one holiday scarf for her teacher  

How much will Charlene have left for card supplies after she completes these purchases? 
 
Comments 

There were five common errors:  
• finding the total spent but forgetting to find the amount left for supplies;  
• mismatching items with sites (i.e., getting a video at a book site);  
• miscounting the number of scarves or Harry Potter books;  
• missing the scarf special;  
• miscalculating the sum of the prices.  

Details, details, details! All of these errors have that thread in common - not paying enough 
attention to details. Once you have completed a problem, it is important to check two areas. First, 
go back and review all the details stated in the problem to be sure you have accounted for all of 
them. Second, check the details of your calculations.   

 Contributed by: Amy Wish, Branchburg, NJ 
Source: Taken from Drexel University’s Math Forum Problem of the Week Library 

 
Solution: 

Charlene would have $30.65 left for card supplies. 
Put the people in alphabetical order to organize. 
Mom-$8.99 and 6.95 
Dad-$12.25 
Little Bro-$12.22 
B. Friend-2 X $11.49 
Teacher $8.99 
 
Combine the two scarves for Mom and Teacher to save a little money---two scarves would be $14.95 
 
Next we added the amounts form largest to smallest. 
$22.98 + 14.95 + 12.25 + 12.22 + 6.95 = $69.35 
 
Thus $100.00 - 69.35 = $ 30.65 which is the amount that 
Charlene could spend on card supplies. 

 
Drip, drip, Drip  
A faucet drips every 2 seconds.  In 1 week, how much water goes to waste- enough to fill a glass, a sink, or a tub? 
  Contributed by: Amy Wish, Branchburg, NJ 
Source:http://www.figurethis.org/challenges/c56/challenge.htm 

 
 
Potpourri 
(1) There are 30 legs in my backyard, but I'm counting dogs and kids. How many kids and dogs are in my backyard? 
      
(2) You have blue pants, green pants and a blue shirt, red shirt and orange shirt. How many different outfits can you 
make? 
  
(3) Ken gets allowance funds every day. On Monday he gets 1 cent, on Tuesday he gets 2 cents, on Wednesday he 
gets 3 cents, on Thursday he gets 4 cents and so on. How much money will he have by the 12th day? 16th day? How 
did you figure this out? 
  
(4) The caterpillar is trying to crawl up the tree. It takes it 2 minutes to climb 1 foot, but it falls back 6 inches each 
time it reaches 1 foot. How long will it take the catepillar to crawl to the top of the 8 foot tree? 
  
(5) My mom said I could have all of the nickels and dimes in her wallet. It totals $1.35. How many nickels and 
dimes do I have? 
Contributed by: Amy Wish, Branchburg, NJ 
Source:: http://math.about.com/ 



Ski Pass Possibilities 
Three members of a family ski together on Sundays, December through February. This year there are 9 Sundays! A 
season's ski pass costs $385.00 for the first family member, 50% off for the second family member, and 75% off for 
the third family member. A one-day pass costs $21.00. Which is the better buy for this family of 3: season’s passes 
or day passes? 
Contributed by: Amy Wish, Branchburg, NJ 
Source: Exemplars 

  
 
 


