Alphabet Soup

(How many letters in your first name?)

By: Patti Huberty

*This is a really fun lesson to do any time in the school year, but particularly in the beginning when students are trying to get to know each others names. (
Begin the lesson with the question…

“How many letters are there in all of our first names? For instance, if I want to make a big pot of alphabet soup using all of the letters in your names, how many letters would that be?”

Students will probably offer many guesses, allow a couple minutes for this and any other discussion or questions they may have. Talk about why this is hard to figure out…lots of people in the class therefore lots of names and letters. Ask, “How could we make this an easier problem? “ Try to guide them to the realization that they know how many letters are in their own name. 

Show a pack of sticky notes (larger ones are best) and ask, “What could we do with these to help us figure out this question? Is there something you could write on here that might help us?” Once the idea of writing their own name is offered be sure to ask what else they need to include besides their own name (i.e. number of letters in their name). Be sure to have them write large enough so that if it were on the board it can be seen in the back of the room.

Then ask, “Now, how is this going to help us? I can see that Mary has 4 letters and Shaylee has 7, but I can’t see what Marcus and Julie have over there? What could we do so that we can all see everybody’s names and numbers?” Hopefully someone will suggest sticking them up on the board, if not then go ahead and offer the idea. Let them come up randomly, three or four at a time, so that the names are up in a big blob (stifle your desire to organize them!). 

Next ask, “What number seems to occur the most often? How many times does it happen? Why is this hard to tell? What makes this set of information hard to look at?” Listen for someone to say that the information is not very well organized. Once this is offered ask, “How could we change the arrangement of the names to help us understand and read the information better?” Again, listen for someone to suggest putting like numbers together, or grouping all the 4’s and 5’s etc. When this is mentioned allow several children to come up to the board to demonstrate what they are suggesting. Do NOT force them to put them in numerical order, let them arrange the groups randomly across the board. When they are finished ask, “Why is this an easier set of information to look at now? Is there anything we can do to make it even easier to read?” If someone suggests putting it in numerical order then let them do so, but if not then leave it alone. 

Now the really fun part…tell the students that they are going to be the teachers today (they love this)! They will be the authors of math problems by writing questions for someone else to solve (someone at home will have homework they made up!). Have the students generate questions that can be asked based on the information provided. Offer the example that you asked earlier, “What number occurs most often?” Write down all the possible questions offered by the students and then let them decide which four or five they want to use for the homework assignment. After the decision has been made partner them up so they can make a key for the assignment they are giving to someone at home. Usually they think this is so cool and don’t realize it is work! (
When they begin working on the key start taking down the sticky notes. Hopefully someone will holler out that they need the notes up there so they can answer the questions. Then ask, “Well how is the person at home going to answer the questions if they don’t have this board in front of them?” Usually this question is followed by a long pause and occasional uh-oh’s. If nobody offers the solution of writing down the information then ask, “Is there something we need to write down besides the questions?” Once they suggest copying the information let them organize it however they want to. Some will make a chart, others may design a graph, some may copy it directly from the board, and others may come up with something you have never thought of…imagine that! 

After they have organized the information take the time to share each idea the students have come up with. This is VERY important because students need to see different ways of representing the same information. Don’t focus on which is better, however it is good to let the students talk about how one might be more detailed, one might be easier to read, one might have been done really quickly because it just included necessary information, etc… Really focus on how unique each one is and be sure to have the student explain why they chose to arrange the information in this particular way.

Assign the homework… (they usually LOVE this assignment!)

Tell the students that their homework tonight is to give someone at home homework (HA!)…and be sure to tell them to grade it!

The next day let them share the answers they got from home, any discussion that occurred, and ask if anyone had difficulty with any of the questions. Then ask, “By the way, did we ever figure out the answer to my question yesterday…how many letters are there in all our names?” This will hopefully illicit many chuckles. It can also lead nicely into another lesson… introduction of multiplication!

P.S. You can also use the information generated from this lesson to introduce/discuss making bar graphs. Be sure to include the following mathematics vocabulary in the follow up discussion…interval, scale, vertical axis, and horizontal axis.

