Planning Guide: Sorting and Describing Shapes and Objects


Sample Activity 3: Tangrams
This activity is adapted from Marilyn Burns, About Teaching Mathematics: A K–8 Resource (p. 83). Copyright © 2000 by Math Solutions Publications. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
Hand out sets of tangrams or use virtual tangrams. Ask students to work with a partner to predict, without touching the tangrams, what types of polygons they can make using two or more tangram pieces.
As a warm-up activity, have students work with their partner to find all the different ways to make triangles. Challenge students to make a triangle with one, two, three, five and seven pieces.

Now students can work in small groups to figure out ways to make other polygons with the tangram pieces. What different polygons can be made? How many pieces does it take to make each polygon? Are there other similar polygons (same shape, different size) besides triangles that can be made with different numbers of pieces? What different polygons can be made that have no concave sides? Is it more difficult to find convex polygons or concave ones? Do they notice other things about the polygons they have made; e.g., things that are the same or different in a given shape (regularity or irregularity, repeated size of some angles or sides)?

Have students draw and cut out the shapes they make (drawing in the outlines of the tangram pieces so others can see how they made the shapes). They can write the number of tangram pieces used to make a shape in the middle of the shape. Hand out large pieces of coloured paper and have students organize their discoveries onto a chart. The students should organize their shapes on the chart in a way that shows similarities and differences between the shapes.

Share and discuss the work with the whole group. Encourage students to use names for the different polygons and to explain why they organized their chart in the way they did.

Fast finishers can find different ways to make squares. Students can try to make a square with one, two, three, four, five, six or all seven tangram pieces. Which one of these squares is not possible? Can they explain why it is impossible?
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Do students:


use appropriate language to talk about shapes?


sort shapes based on the number of sides?


sort polygons in other relevant ways?


create an organizational strategy that communicates an understanding of different types of polygons? 


explain their discoveries and understandings to their peers? 
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