
42 SCHOOL LIBRARY MONTHLY | VOLUME 29 | NUMBER 4 | JANUARY 2013

Count on It!  
Math Across the Curriculum 

by KAY WEISMAN

MANY ADULTS CONSIDER themselves math-
phobic, but there’s no reason students have to feel 

the same way. The following math-friendly titles can perk up 
lessons in all subject areas.

▶Holub, Joan. Zero the Hero. Illus. by Tom 
Lichtenheld. Henry Holt, 2012. ISBN 978-
8050-9384-1; unp., Gr. K-3.
Though privately 
convinced he is a 
superhero, Zero gets 
no respect from his 
fellow numerals. He’s 
irrelevant in addition 
and subtraction, and 
everyone refuses to 
divide by him—but 
multiplication creates impressive results. Later, after 
noticing the other digits have been captured by 
Roman numerals (who can count, but not much else), 
he rushes to the rescue. Demonstrating the deadly 
power of multiplying by zero, he defeats the Romans 
and takes his own valued place among the Hindu-
Arabic numerals. Lichtenheld’s mixed media cartoon 
illustrations depict a mask-and-cape-clad Zero as he 
and his fellow digits (Two sports a tutu; the Romans 
dress in togas) sustain a lively banter, extending the 
text. This is a joyful and memorable depiction of basic 
arithmetic concepts.

*CONSTRUCT & INVESTIGATE: A good 
math book illuminates patterns and relationships that 
always hold true. Help students to identify and state the 
properties of zero for addition, subtraction, multiplication, 

and division. After reading Andrea Menotti’s book 
How Many Jelly Beans?, help students to visually depict 
a large number with significance to them (Chronicle, 
2012). Students may want to use one of the sorting 
methods (calendar, colors, shapes) illustrated in this book. 
Alternately, use Jean Marzollo’s Help Me Learn Addition 
(Holiday House, 2012) to visualize mathematical equations; 
then ask students to construct their own visual equations 
using pictures, symbols, or objects.

▶Leedy, Loreen. Seeing Symmetry. Holiday 
House, 2012. ISBN 978-0-8234-2360-6; 32p., 
Gr. 1-4.
Using common objects 
found in nature and at home, 
Leedy defines and illustrates 
line symmetry (each half of 
a shape mirrors the image 
of the other) and rotational 
symmetry (shapes match 
each other at least twice while 
spinning). Extensive back 
matter further explains the 
concepts, offers simple crafts, and provides a glossary. 
Other mathematically related titles by Leedy include 
The Great Graph Contest (2005), Follow the Money 
(2002), and Subtraction Action (2000), all published 
by Holiday House.

*EXPRESS & INVESTIGATE: Try the “Paint Blot Ac-
tivity” (page 30), which allows students to create artwork 
that exhibits line symmetry. Building on their understand-
ing of symmetry, help students design a similar activity to 
demonstrate rotational symmetry. Explore other books that 

*STRIPLING MODEL OF INQUIRY
C = Connect ⇔ W = Wonder ⇔ I =Investigate ⇔ CST = Construct ⇔ E = Express ⇔ R = Reflect

Used with permission.

I N T O  T H E  C U R R I C U L U M  |  I N F O R M A T I O N  M A T T E R S



 SCHOOL LIBRARY MONTHLY | VOLUME 29 | NUMBER 4 | JANUARY 2013 43

profile geometric shapes, such as Circles, Stars, and Squares 
by Jane Brockett (Millbrook, 2013) and Swirl by Swirl: Spi-
rals in Nature by Joyce Sidman (Houghton Mifflin, 2011). 
Which of these shapes exhibit symmetry? What kind?

▶Jenkins, Steve. Just a Second: A Different Way 
to Look at Time. Houghton Mifflin, 2011. ISBN 
978-0-618-70896-3; unp., Gr. 2-5.
Jenkins offers examples of 
everyday occurrences that 
take place within a second, 
a minute, an hour, a day, a 
week, a month, and a year. 
Each time unit is introduced 
with a short description, 
followed by numerous illustrated and captioned 
examples. Some illustrations carry through multiple 
time units: a stone falls sixteen feet per second and 
a skydiver plunges two miles in a minute; and the 
world’s population increases by 215,000 in a day and 
6,556,000 in a month. Jenkins’s signature torn- and 
cut-paper collage will draw readers to the page, and 
his detailed information will keep them riveted. Other 
math-related books by this author include Actual 
Size (2004), Prehistoric Actual Size (2005), Biggest, 
Strongest, Fastest (1995), and Hottest, Coldest, Highest, 
Deepest (1998), all published by Houghton Mifflin.

*CONNECT & WONDER: Read several Steve 
Jenkins books and then discuss what makes a title a Steve 
Jenkins book. Help the class to notice his succinct writing 
style, arrangement by topic, and a strong emphasis on 
illustrations captioned with informative facts, appended 
charts, and notes. If Jenkins created a book about money, 
what might it look like? What kinds of facts and illustrations 
might he include? How might it be organized?

▶McCallum, Ann. Eat Your Math Homework: 
Recipes for Hungry Minds. Illus. by Leeza 
Hernandez. Charlesbridge, 2011. ISBN 978-1-
57091-779-0; 48p., Gr. 2-5.
McCallum combines mathematics 
and cooking in this colorful and 
informative presentation. She 
explains the Fibonacci sequence 
with skewered fruit chunks, 
fractions with tortilla chips, 
tessellations with two-color 
brownies, tangrams with sugar 
cookies, pi with pizza, and probability with trail mix. 
Each chapter includes mathematical theory, appeteaser 
puzzlers, clear cooking directions, and a related activity 
that extends the concepts. Hernandez’s mixed media 
artwork features fully-clothed bunnies that approach 

every task with relish; appended with a summary of 
concepts, appeteaser solutions, and glossary. 

*INVESTIGATE & EXPRESS: Ask students to choose 
one of the topics addressed in McCallum’s book and 
learn more about it. Who proposed this idea? How was it 
discovered? How does it apply to the real world? Laszlo C. 
Bardos’s Amazing Math Projects You Can Build Yourself also 
presents projects—related to numbers, counting, angles, 
curves, paths, shapes, and patterns (Nomad, 2010). Ask 
students to select a project and create it. Then demonstrate 
the project to the class, clarifying the mathematical theory 
involved and explaining why it works.

▶Lewis, J. Patrick. Edgar Allan Poe’s Pie: Math 
Puzzlers in Classic Poems. Illus. by Michael 
Slack. Harcourt, 2012. ISBN 978-0-547-51338-
6; 37p., Gr. 3-5.
Lewis re-imagines fourteen classic 
poems, transforming them into 
mathematical puzzles. Poe’s “Raven” 
asks how to cut a pie into ten pieces; 
Lewis Carroll’s “Father William” 
laments his declining arithmetic 
skills; and someone, inspired by 
William Carlos Williams, apologizes 
for eating most of a pizza. Solutions are provided and 
an appendix offers background on the original poets. 
Slack’s brightly hued, digital artwork is well suited 
to the poems’ humorous tone and subtle details (for 
example, the Williams-style poem depicts a chicken 
juggling the plums mentioned in “This Is Just to Say”) 
will delight those familiar with the original verses.

*CONSTRUCT & EXPRESS: Choose a poem 
to read aloud; then ask students to construct number 
sentences that solve the puzzle. Is it possible to construct 
more than one correct equation for some puzzles? Will 
the correct answer always be the same? Why or why not? 
Lynda Colgan’s Mathemagic! Number Tricks presents 
mathematical puzzles in the form of magic tricks (Kids Can, 
2011). Ask students to choose and perform one of the 
tricks and present it to the class; then have them explain the 
mathematical principles that make the trick work.

▶Dugan, Christine. Landscape by Design: 
Perimeter and Area. Teacher Created 
Materials, 2012. ISBN 978-1-
4333-3459-7; 32p., Gr. 4-6.
In this activity-based title, a teen 
describes the planning involved in 
redesigning her family’s backyard. 
Dad wants a lawn, Mom a patio 
and garden, and the kids a pool. 
Dugan discusses aesthetics, practical 
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considerations, and the mathematics involved (mostly 
area and perimeter) in landscape design. Full-color, 
captioned photos appear on every page and each 
chapter includes a practical sidebar, “Let’s Explore 
Math,” that presents opportunities for readers to 
calculate and problem-solve relevant details. An 
answer key is appended, although formulas and 
solution rationale are not; another title in this series 
is Dugan’s Tonight’s Concert: Using Data and Graphs 
(2012).

*CONSTRUCT & EXPRESS: Although correct 
answers are important, most mathematicians will tell you 
it’s more crucial to understand how to solve a problem. In 
small groups, work through several “Let’s Explore Math” 
exercises. Then ask groups to explain the formulas involved, 
demonstrate the steps needed to solve these equations, 
and show the work involved. Cherry Lake Publishers 
offers several series addressing Real World Math: natural 
disasters, geography, health and wellness, personal finance, 
and sports. Tamara Orr’s Wildfires (2012) and John 
Nestor’s Rivers (2010) are among these titles. Ask each 
group to explore a title and then peer teach some of the 
“Real World Math Challenges” presented. 

▶Woods, Michael, and Mary B. Woods. Ancient 
Computing Technology: From Abacuses to 
Water Clocks. Technology in Ancient Cultures 
series. Twenty-First Century Books, 2011. ISBN 
978-0-7613-6528-0; 96p., Gr. 6-8.
The authors survey computing 
techniques from ancient 
civilizations in the Middle 
East, Egypt, India, China, the 
Americas, Greece, and Rome. 
They describe counting practices, 
surveying methods, weights 
and measures, time reckoning, 
astronomical calculations, and 
other developments unique to each, emphasizing 
how cultural requirements (such as the need to 
count livestock, measure fields, weigh crops, predict 
eclipses, and tell time) influenced these technological 
advances. A final chapter surveys more recent 
developments including calculating machines, 
the concept of probability, and computer science. 
Generously illustrated with artifacts, artwork, and 
informative sidebars, and appended with a timeline, 
glossary, source notes, bibliography, and suggestions 
for further reading, this makes a good introduction to 
mathematical history.

*CONNECT & INVESTIGATE: After reading, ask 
students to create a K-W-L chart (what do you Know, what 

do you Want to know, what have you Learned) about one 
of the calendars cited in the text. Then explore “Calendars 
through the Ages” to learn more about the selected 
calendar (http://www.webexhibits.org/calendars/index.
html). How does it work? What unique features does it 
include? When was it developed? How accurate was/
is it? Does the information at this website agree with the 
information in the book? Alternately, students may choose 
to investigate one of the calendars described at this site 
that is not mentioned in the text.

▶Strogatz, Steven. The Joy of X: A Guided Tour of 
Math From One to Infinity. Houghton Mifflin, 
2012. ISBN 978-05475-1765-0; 336p., Gr. 
9-12.
This engaging collection of essays 
on topics ranging from counting to 
complex numbers to differential equa-
tions to infinity (written by a Cornell 
University professor and New York 
Times columnist) clearly communicates 
a love of this subject. Strogatz includes 
theory along with real-world examples 
and relevant popular culture references 
in a coherent, yet reader-friendly format. Although 
aimed at adults, these topics will also appeal to teens, 
especially those with recent experience with the topics 
discussed. Short, pithy chapters make this an excel-
lent math (or physics) read aloud, either as a reward 
for a concept mastered or as a just-in-case activity for 
substitutes. It is appended with extensive notes.

*REFLECT & EXPRESS: These essays (many first 
appeared as articles in the New York Times) are highly 
informative, but the text structure more closely resembles 
that of a newspaper article than a typical mathematics text. 
They begin with a hook (often involving popular culture or 
a personal experience), follow up with a more traditional 
mathematical explanation/proof, and end with a return to 
the everyday world. After reading several of these essays, 
ask students to reflect on how the essays are structured 
and help them to note patterns in the text and the way in 
which Strogatz uses illustrations. Why might Strogatz have 
chosen this style? What advantages does it have over more 
traditional mathematical text structures? Ask students 
to select a topic of their own and prepare an essay, oral 
presentation, or video in the style of Strogatz.◀ 

Kay Weisman, a former school librarian 
at Willowbrook School in Glenview, IL, 
reviews for Booklist and is a Youth Li-
brarian at West Vancouver (BC) Memo-
rial Library. Email: weismankay@yahoo.
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