Primary Students and Pi
Pat Kennedy, patriciakennedy831@yahoo.com
Have you ever wondered how to introduce the concept of pi to primary students?  Here is an activity that has been used with Pre-K to 3rd grade students at the St. Louis Science Center during the Pi Celebration days. 
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Over the last few years, I have generated interest among the youngest visitors and their parents using a circle and M&M candies. Any round candy like M&M’s or a non-food item would work just as well. I have found that parents are interested in helping their child and enjoy learning a bit more about pi themselves.
The supplies needed for each young participant include: the attached Activity Sheet, two fun-size packets of plain (no peanuts) M&M’s (17 per packet), a pencil, a small basic calculator, a snack-size plastic baggie, and a small container such as a Styrofoam bowl. Each student will be taking his M&M’s and activity sheet with him. I might also suggest having several parent-volunteers involved if at all possible. One volunteer can reasonably manage about four or five students at a time. 
Before beginning the activity, I ask the parents if their child can have chocolate candy, specifically plain M&M’s. I also ask the children if they like M&M’s and would like to participate in an activity using the chocolate candy. So far no one has turned me down!

After providing each student with the needed items, ask students to open their M&M packets into the small container.  
Following the directions on the activity sheet, slowly walk the students through Step 1 – aligning their M&M’s on the exterior side of the circle found on the activity sheet. You will probably need to frequently remind them to be sure the candies are touching each other.
Continue with Step 2 – counting the M&M’s - and then onto Step 3 - reminding students to place their candies on the “diameter” inside the circle.  Completing Steps 4 and 5 – using the calculator to divide the number of M&M’s along the circle by the number on the diameter - will yield an approximate value for pi. One should find 31 M&M’s lining the circumference and 10 along the diameter. The division of course should yield 3.1 for their approximation to pi.
Lastly the students are instructed to gather their M&M’s, putting them into the snack-size baggie to enjoy later. These young students have gained a visual and tactile connection to the concept of pi even though their value for pi may not be what they will later be accustomed to using.  Hopefully in the years to come these children will recall their first enjoyable encounter with pi.   
The accompanying activity sheet can be downloaded from the MEGSL website, www.megsl.org.   ■ 



Primarily Pi
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Step 1:  Line the outer edge of the circle with M&M’s (the circumference).
Step 2:  Count the M&M’s and write the number in the correct space below.

Step 3:  Now place M&M’s on the dashed line (the diameter) going through the center of the circle. 

Step 4:  Count the M&M’s and write the number in the correct space below.

Step 5:  Divide the first number by the second number and write your answer in the correct space below. 

Circumference (number of M&M’s) = ______________________
Diameter (number of M&M’s) = _______________

Circumference divided by Diameter (C/d) = _______________

                     (Pi is a number slightly larger than 3.)

Now retired from the classroom, Pat’s interests include gardening, reading, taking care of her Lab Retrievers, and wearing three hats for MEGSL – Treasurer, Membership Chair, and Pi Day Celebration Chair. Pat continues serving MCTM as a member of the FAME Grant Committee. 








