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Doing Math with Your Child - Promoting Problem Solving 
By Linda Levi, Director, CGI Math Teacher Learning Center 

 
The best way to develop your children’s mathematical problem-solving abilities is 

to pose problems to your children and support them solve the problem using their own 
strategies. Here is an example of a dad posing a problem to his 7-year-old daughter in a 
manner that supports the development of problem solving 

 
Dad: I have a math problem that I have been thinking about. I am curious how you would 
solve the problem. Here is a sheet of paper and some pencils. You can write whatever 
you want on the paper that might help you solve the problem. I will say the problem as 
many times as you want to hear it.  Let me know if you want me to write the problem on 
the paper. Here is the problem: 
 

Angelina has 4 boxes of pennies with 6 pennies in each box.  How many pennies 
does Angelina have? 
 

Angelina: Is this one an add or subtract problem? 
 
Dad: I want you to think about what is happening in the story, we can talk about if it is 
add or subtract after you solve it. 
 
Angelina: I don’t know what to do. 
 
Dad: That’s ok. Take a minute to think about it. It’s really important for all of to find 
ways to solve problems – especially problems that we don’t know how to solve right 
away.  That happens to me all the time at work. Last week I went to fix someone’s sink 
and I just couldn’t figure out why it didn’t work. I didn’t want to leave without fixing the 
sink, so I had to think really hard about things I could do to fix it.  After a while, I figured 
it out, and I was really happy that I was able to solve the problem.  Let me tell you this 
math story again. As I say the word, try to picture what is happening in your mind or 
draw a picture on the paper about what is happening in the story. 
 

Angelina has 4 boxes of pennies with 6 pennies in each box.  How many pennies 
does Angelina have? 

 
Angelina: I don’t really want to have pennies. 
 
Dad: Ok, what do you want to have? 
 
Angelina: I would like to have lots of kittens. 
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Dad: Ok, we can make the problem about kittens, but it will have to be pretend.  Let’s try 
this: 
 

Angelina has 4 baskets of kittens.  There are 6 kittens in each basket. How many 
kittens does Angelina have? 
 

Angelina starts draws 4 circles on her paper.  Her Dad gets up and starts working on the 
dishes to support Angelina to continue working on her own. After 3 minutes, Angelina 
proudly calls out, “I got it Dad! I have 25 kittens!” and her Dad returns to the table. 
 
Dad: Wow! I am so glad that you find a way to solve that problem. Could you tell me 
what you did? 
 
Angelina shows her dad her paper: 
 

 
 
Angelina: First, I made 4 circles. Those were the baskets. Then I started drawing kittens 
in the baskets, but that got a little hard and messy so I thought, I will just put little squares 
for the kittens. 
 
Dad: That was a great idea to use squares. How did you figure out that you had 25 
kittens? 
 
Angelina: I counted them. 
 
Dad: Could I hear and see how you counted? 
 
Angelina points to the kittens (squares) one-by-one and counts them. This time she has 
24 kittens. 
 
Angelina: That is odd, I got 24 this time.  Which is right, 24 or 25? 
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Dad: Why don’t you count them again and see what you get? 
 
Angelina counts and again gets 24. 
 
Dad: So, which do you think it is 24 or 25? 
 
Angelina: I want to count them again. 
 
Dad: That’s a great idea. 
 
Angelina: I got 24 again, so 24 kittens. 
 
Dad: Thanks for sharing your math thinking with me. You did a great job figuring out 
how to solve that problem! 
 
Angelina: Now, can I get those kittens? 
 
Dad: No, remember I said that this was pretend. 
 
 The most important thing to remember when engaging your children in 
mathematical problem solving is to support your child to solve problems using their 
own strategies. Since we all want to help our children learn math, it is often tempting to 
say, “The way you solved that problem was great, but now let me show you a faster 
way.”  Unfortunately, this can give children the message that our strategies are better than 
theirs. They also might develop the belief that someone else has to show them how to 
solve problems.  Believing that you are a person who understands mathematics and can 
generate ways to solve problems is essential to success in the mathematics one 
encounters throughout life.  These beliefs are crucial outcomes of our children’s 
elementary school mathematics education. 
 
 The problem about 4 groups of 6 worked well for Angelina because it wasn’t a 
problem that she could immediately solve and it also wasn’t a problem that was so hard 
that she couldn’t solve it on her own with some work. Her dad supported her to solve the 
problem by changing the pennies to kittens and suggesting that she draw what was 
happening on the paper, but he didn’t tell her how to solve the problem. 
 
It’s not easy to choose problems for your child. With some practice you will get better at 
it.  Here are some problems that might work for elementary school children. If you 
choose a problem is overwhelming your child, make the numbers smaller or move to an 
easier problem. 
 

Leon had 8 cookies.  He ate 3 of them, how many cookies does Leon have now? 
(This problem may be routine for some children – especially older elementary 
school children. For older children you could try 15 cookies, he eats 7; 35 
cookies, he eats 12 or 50 cookies, he eats 21.) 



CGI Math Teacher Learning Center 2020                                                                  www.cgimath-tlc.org 
May be copied and distributed for any non-profit educational use. 

 
Ms. Jones has 4 children.  Each child has 2 stickers.  How many stickers do they 
have altogether?  (For older children try 6, 9, 26, 149, or 247 stickers for each 
child.) 
 
Tyrone has 18 Yu-Gi-Oh! Cards. He wants to have 20 Yu-Gi-Oh! Cards. How 
many cards does he need to get to have 20 all together? (This problem will work 
best for children who are 7 or older. For an added challenge, try using these 
numbers, has 58 cards and wants 61, has 98 cards and wants 101, has 598 cards 
and wants 601, has 998 cards and wants 1001, has 3998 cards and wants 4002.) 
 
Linda has 4 boxes of pencils with 3 pencils in each box.  How many more pencils 
does she need to get to have 20 pencils all together? (This problem will work best 
for children who are 7 or older.  For an additional challenge try 6 boxes with 12 
pencils in each box and Linda wants a total of 100 pencils.) 
 

More problems are available at https://www.cgimath-tlc.org/mentor-teachers.  Look 
under the teachers’ names for a list of problem.   
 
Linda Levi is the Director of the CGI Math Teacher Learning Center. She has researched 
the factors that enable children to learn math with understanding and is currently 
studying how the teaching of mathematics in elementary school can prepare children for 
success in algebra.   


