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Math Storytelling

Picture books allow all children entry into the 
mathematical learning!

“It is not our intention to simply capture the students’. 

We also intend to focus that attention on the 

mathematics contained within the story. For us, the 

story is a means to an end, not an end unto itself.”

Rina Zazkis and Peter Liljedahl

https://www.sensepublishers.com/media/1019-teaching-mathematics-as-
storytelling.pdf
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The Purpose and Power of Math Storytelling



“A Story”

Is it possible, without 
counting, to make sure that the 
same number of sheep 
returned in the evening as left 
in the morning? 

Source:
Teaching Mathematics as Storytelling
Written by Rina Zazkis and Peter 
Liljedahl

“Amzula, the chief shepherd of the Zalla tribe, was responsible for watching over 
the sheep. Every morning Amzula woke up before the sun rose and let the sheep 
out of their pens and into the pastures. The sheep explored the hills and the 
meadows, grazed on the green grass, breathed the crisp air, and satisfied their 
thirst with the fresh cold water of mountain fed streams. At dusk Amzula would 
call the sheep back to the safety of the pen before the fall of darkness. His most 
important job was to make sure that all the sheep had returned, for if any sheep 
were left out, they might fall prey to the wild animals that prowled the hills and 
the meadows at night. But here was the problem. Amzula could not count. In fact, 
no one in the tribe of Zalla could count. And no one in all the neighboring tribes 
of Agraba could count either. Not that these people were not smart, for they 
were. They just lived a long, long time ago, before humans knew how to count. 
Still, Amzula’s most important job was to ensure that all the sheep returned for 
the night. Remember, these sheep were very important to the people of Zalla.” 

https://www.sensepublishers.com/media/1019-teaching-mathematics-as-
storytelling.pdf
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Counting Sheep without 
Number Knowledge



Main Sources for 
Instructional Clarity
Establish your learning intention.



Copyright Math4Minors LLC

• Establish Learning Intentions/Focus on the Standards
THINK BIG

Calm

• Stories, Rich Tasks and Games
• PLAY HARD

Command 

• Cultivate a Math Culture

HAVE FUN!

Conquer



Calm



Promoting in-depth understanding 
through Math Storytelling

Teacher’s Ask….

What is the Learning Intention?

Will this story prompt Great Math Discussions 

and Discovery? 

How can I actively Engage Students in Learning 

both during and after the story?



Mathematical 
Practice 
Standards

Help our students 
become lifelong learners

Practice StandardsPractice

Make sense of problems & persevere in solving themMake

Reason abstractly & quantitativelyReason

Construct viable arguments & critique the reasoning of othersConstruct

Model with mathematicsModel

Use appropriate tools strategicallyUse

Attend to precisionAttend

Look for & make use of structureLook

Look for & express regularity in repeated reasoningLook



Horton Hears a Who?
Dr. Seuss



Because after all…

A number’s a number

No matter how small



Why do we ell stories in math?

Spark 
Imaginations

Experience 
Emotion

Encourage Deep 
Thinking

Find Joy
Attach Memorable 

experiences

Explore concepts
See Math in the 
world around 

them

Make connections 
across grade 

levels
Ask Questions Resolve Conflicts

Inspire Creativity
Learn toLove

Math
Break through 

language barriers
Make visual 
Connections

Visualize Math 
Models



Key Factors
that influence 
growth

Feedback

Visual Models and Connections

Classroom Discussion

Teacher-Student Relationship

This reflect only a sampling of the key 
influencers for growth inherent in 

good math storytelling.



Command



“Telling a story is a way 
of establishing meaning”

Eagan 1986 pg 13



Non-Fiction Stories – Nothing Stopped Sophie by Cheryl Bardoe
Inspirational Stories – Count on Me by Miguel Tanco
Everyday Stories we connect with a math concept – Horton Hears a Who! By Dr. Seuss
Math-Infused Stories –
The King’s Commissioners by Aileen Friedman (A Marilyn Burns Brainy Day Book)
Math MileMarkers® Series by Lynda Brennan (Series includes Jayla the Number Navigator, On My Way 
to Grandma’s House, Charlie in Fraction City and more)
Ten Flashing Fireflies by Philemon Sturges (Counting Story)

TARGETED LEARNING INTENTION VS. ACCESSORIZING MATH



Author Linda Joy Singleton
Illustrated by Christina Wald

Gram Hatter and Kat set off on an adventure. Gram quickly folds up a pirate hat and places it on Kat s head and they begin their
mission to help clean up the city park. Volunteering turns into a treasure hunt as Kat finds pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters and even a 
dollar. With each discovery Kat gets a new hat and Gram Hatter teaches Kat how to count her coins as they pick up litter at the park. 
When Kat adds up her money, there’s enough for ice cream. Or should she donate the money to support the park instead?

Arbordale Collection

TumbleMath.com

Largest digital collection of math companion books.
Narrated and Animated to enhance content and 
student engagement. Accessible to all students. 
Math library that currently serves over 100 countries.





Focus on your 
Learning 
Intention



Conquer



Math 
Storytelling 
Day



Largest digital collection of math companion books.
Narrated and Animated to enhance content and student 
engagement.
Accessible to all students. 
Math library that currently serves over 100 countries.

FREE TRIAL ACCESS THROUGH AUGUST 31 ST.



MathThroughStories.org
Dr. Natthapoj Vincent 
Trakulphadetkrai





http://www.mathsthroughstories.org/create-your-own-
mathematical-stories.html

http://www.mathsthroughstories.org/create-your-own-mathematical-stories.html




Bedtime Math
Daily stories for families to explore Math

Bedtime Math is a not-for-profit organization. 

Their mission is to “help kids learn to love 

numbers so they can handle the math in 

everyday life!”



Bedtime Stories and 
Crazy 8’s Club

University of Chicago Study – Based on 597 1st graders

Bedtime Math users gained 3 months of math skills within one school 
year.

Students of Math Anxious parents gained a half of a school year.

A study led by JHU psychologists shows Crazy 8s club significantly 
reduces children’s feelings of math anxiety after 8 weeks of 
participation in the club. 

The effect was more pronounced among younger kids in the 
kindergarten through second grade club.
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