
Math-in-a-Bag:  A Success Story 

Donna Weaver is a parent whose children are in Grades 1, 3 and 5.  Ms. Weaver excitedly spoke to 

her children’s teachers about a free app, Bedtime Math that she had just learned about from a 

colleague at work. She explained that Bedtime Math was designed to help parents and kids have 

conversations about stories that present interesting math problems. Ms. Weaver told the teachers 

that every day, a new Bedtime Math story is delivered to the family’s phone or handheld device. 

The story has math embedded in it and there are conversation-starters to open the door to talking 

math with your child. Ms. Weaver also shared some research tidbits that she had learned from the 

Bedtime Math website. For example, when your child talks about math with you, they are learning 

more than the math content. They may start to value math because they see that their parent is 

taking the time to talk to them about it and use it to solve problems. Ms. Weaver also reported 

about a study conducted with over 600 families that proved that when parents and children were 

involved in Bedtime Math, kids learn more math over the school year than if they only do bedtime 

stories at home. And, according to Ms. Weaver, the benefits of Bedtime Math were especially 

strong for children whose parents are anxious or uncomfortable with math. Ms. Weaver asked the 

teachers what they could do to bring a program like Bedtime Math to their school. 

 

At a staff meeting, the teachers raised the issue of promoting Bedtime Math to the parents in the 

community to support informal math learning at home. The teacher librarian responded by saying 

that the library had an excellent collection of children’s literature with a math theme, and that these 

books spanned the grades. She also reported that these books were not regularly signed out.  

 

After some conversation among the teachers and a meeting with some parents from the school 

council, a new project was launched: Math-in-a-bag. 

 

The librarian assisted by sorting the books according to reading levels and the lead math teacher 

sorted the books by strand from the Ontario math curriculum. The teachers devoted one school PD 

day to creating activity pages, as necessary, to accompany the books while members of the school 

council then equipped the tote bags with a copy of the book and the necessary manipulatives and 

activity pages. The front cover of the book was scanned to generate an iron-on transfer which was 

put on an inexpensive recyclable bag to aid in identification and facilitate “shelving” in the 

classroom.  

 

In many cases, the teachers discovered that the books had notes for parents that included questions 

to ask while reading the book together. These built-in resources were used whenever possible. 

 

 

 



   
 

     
 

   
 



At the end of the school year, the teacher-librarian, teachers, parents and students were asked to complete a 

short survey about the Math-in-a-Bag project. The teacher-librarian reported that the number of sign-outs of 

other math-themed books from the library had increased over the year, and this trend had prompted her to 

seek out new publications that might be of interest to students across the grades. The teachers reported that 

the Math-in-a-Bag kits were very popular, but were too limited in number to allow all students and their 

families to benefit from the program. They encouraged the purchase of class sets of books: a minimum of 

eight full sets per class to span the strands and concepts in the grade. Parents, in general, liked the Math-in-a-

Bag kits; however, they reported that the activities became too complex for books that were aimed at 

concepts in Grades 5 and above. For example, they cited the complexities of solving the problem associated 

with The Rajah’s Rice, i.e., to fill a chessboard with one grain of rice on the first day, and doubling the 

grains of rice until the end of the board. So the first square would have one grain and the second square 

would have two and then four and then sixteen and so on. Parents said that they lacked the knowledge to 

explain why the number of grains of rice increased exponentially and how the volume of rice related to other 

measures. This, they said, contributed to their own anxiety and negative feelings of self-efficacy. Almost all 

students reported that they liked the opportunity to have one-on-one time with a parent reading the book, and 

that the opportunity to work on the problems and tackle the discussion points was fun. The students wanted 

to take up the problems in class so that they could go home and share the results with their parents. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 


