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CONTENT AND TASK DECISIONS 
 
Grade Level(s): 4th Grade 
 
Description of the Task: Students will determine how many twin bed sheets are needed to escape from 
a 25 story tall building using prior knowledge of multiplication and invented division strategies. 
 
Indiana Mathematics Content Standards:  
4.C.3 Find whole number quotients and remainders with up to four digit dividends and one-digit 
divisors, using strategies based on place value, the properties of operations, and/or the relationship 
between multiplication and division. Describe the strategy and explain the reasoning.  
 
Indiana Mathematics Process Standards:  
PS.2: Reason abstractly and quantitatively. 
PS.3: Construct viable arguments and critique the reasoning of others. 
PS.4: Model with mathematics. 
 
Mathematics Content Goals:  

• Students will create strategies to find whole number quotients with 3 digit dividends and one-
digit divisors. 
 

Language Objectives:  
• Students will write an explanation of the strategy that they used in pairs and present these 

explanations to the class. 
 
Materials:  

• Manipulatives for each student: suggested manipulatives include base ten blocks, counters, etc. 
• At least 1 twin sized sheet for students to measure (ideally more to manipulate the length of tying 

together) 
• Copy of Lemony Snicket’s The Bad Beginning (Ch.11) 
• Video clip of Count Olaf: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_ymqcFkFbg 
• Picture of sides of prison (I call it Olaf’s tower in this lesson) included at the end of the lesson: 1 

copy for each set of partners 
 
***Lesson Note: There are many possibilities for the premise for this task. The original task was based 
on a real prison escape (http://robertkaplinsky.com/work/prison-escape/), but you could use the premise 
of secret agents, super heroes, Rapunzel, James Bond, an escape in your favorite children’s book or even 
students themselves. Feel free to modify it to the interests and needs of your students.  
  
THE LESSON 
 
Before:  

• Activate prior knowledge  
o I am so excited about the problem I have for you in math! It’s going to stretch your 

brains and I think you’re going to like it. First, though, I have to tell you where this 



problem came from: Last year I read the first book in A Series of Unfortunate Events 
with a guided reading group. It’s about three orphans named Baudelaire who have an 
evil “uncle” named Count Olaf who is trying to kill them for their inheritance. Here’s a 
video clip to show you a glimpse of Count Olaf 

o Show clip: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_ymqcFkFbg  
o Although Count Olaf says they cannot go up into the tower, toward the end of the book 

all three children end up getting locked in the tower! If you were locked in a tower, what 
would you try to do? 

o The children end up getting let out of the tower, but that got me thinking about escapes. 
What could the children have used to get out?  
What is something that you have in every room?  
How could you use the materials around you to create something to escape?  

§ Write down students’ responses on the whiteboard.  
 

• Be sure the problem is understood 
o Today your task is to help the three Baudelaire orphans escape from Count Olaf’s tower. 

I have a picture of what I imagine the tower to look like. Project picture of high rise 
tower under doc camera. For our problem, we will say that the Baudelaire children are 
on the 25th floor of this tower. The room that they are in has many twin sized bed sheets 
in it. They have to make some sort of rope to get out, but they can’t test the rope 
beforehand, just in case someone sees them. Therefore, they need to figure out how 
many sheets it will take to escape from the tower.  
 

• Establish clear expectations  
o You will be working with your math partner to solve this problem. There are so many 

different ways to think about this problem, so use your partner as a resource: Talk with 
your partner about what they are thinking and what you are thinking. 

o There are many different answers to this problem, so don’t worry about it being “right.” 
Think about if your math is making sense.  

o You and your partner will record your thinking on the sheet of paper that I hand out. You 
can draw pictures and diagrams, numbers, calculations, etc. Just make sure to show ALL 
your thinking on your paper. After you have written your thinking using numbers, 
pictures, diagrams, etc, use your words to describe how you solved the problem. 

o I also happen to have 4 twin sized bed sheets, a few yard sticks and rulers, and counters 
that will be on the back table. I am excited to see how you will work together to share 
the materials to solve this problem.  

 
During:  

• Let go 
o Pass out the recording sheets, pictures of the tower, manipulatives, and rulers to each 

partner pair.  
• Listen actively 

o As students are working, walk around and listen to their discussions. Students should be 
talking to their partners to make a plan, measuring the bed sheets, etc. They may also 
braid the sheets together, tie them end to end, or cut the sheets into strips to braid. Listen 
carefully for students who are asking questions such as 

§ How long is a sheet? 
§ Which way should the sheet go? 
§ How many sheets would you need to get down to the bottom? 



§ How do we put the sheets together?  
§ How tall is the building? 

o As students are working, start silently and strategically selecting groups to come up and 
share their strategy as part of the “After” part of the lesson. Choose groups that used 
efficient and inefficient strategies as well as interesting or “out of the box” thinking 
strategies. 

 
• Provide appropriate support  

As students grapple with the problem, they will soon discover that they need to know how tall 
the building is, how tall a story of a building is, how long a sheet is with knots tied in it, etc. 
Instead of telling them the answer, ask questions such as: 

o What do you already know about the building? 
o How tall is our classroom? Would that be similar? 
o What can you do to figure that out? 
o That’s a great question: what do you think? Is there a resource where you can find 

that information? 
Ask questions about students’ math such as 

o Explain why you are using that number? 
o Can you draw a picture or model to help you understand? 
o What’s the total length that you want your rope? How can you get to that total? 

 
• Provide worthwhile extensions 

If students haven’t already decided to braid the ropes together, ask groups who finish early how 
strong their rope is and if they think it would hold their weight. Ask if they think it would hold 
their dad’s weight. Have them consider things they could do with the sheets to make them into 
something stronger and then design the strongest rope with the least amount of sheets, computing 
the math on this as well.  

 
After: In this portion of the lesson, students should work as a community of learners, discussing, 
justifying, and challenging various solutions to the problem all have just worked on. Here is where much 
of the learning will occur. It is critical to plan sufficient time for a discussion and make sure the During 
portion does not go on for too long. Describe how you will accomplish each of the following: 
 

• Promote a mathematical community of learners  
o As students are finishing their work, bring class back together to have a class discussion 

of their strategies: 
I love what I just saw. What I love most is that all of you approached the problems in 
different ways and found many different strategies to come up with solutions. Your 
strategies are so great; I would like you to share your strategies with the whole class.  

o Have groups selected during the lesson come up with their chart and share their work. 
Have them share how they started the problem, what struggles they came upon, and how 
they solved those problems. 

• Listen actively without evaluation  
o As students are sharing, have students explain and justify why their strategy gets them to 

an accurate answer. Then allow the class to ask questions such as; can you explain that in 
a different way? Where did you get this number? etc. 

• Make connections  
o After a few pairs have shared, have a discussion asking questions such as: 

§ Was there one correct answer? What changed what answer you got? 



§ How tall do you think the tower is? Why 
§ Once you knew the height of the tower and the length of the sheets, how did you 

figure out how many sheets you would need to descend the height of the tower? 
Were there other strategies? (Write down all the strategies on the whiteboard). 

§ What did you do with what was left over? Is this what we should always do? (If 
the discussion goes this way, discuss remainders in context of the situation). 

§ Which strategy would you think would be most efficient (Have a discussion about 
efficiency). 

§ Which is more important, efficiency or accuracy? 
• Summarize main ideas  

What did you learn about math today? Do you know what the math term for finding the number 
of sheets for the building is? It’s called division: you just divided! 

§ Work together as a class to come up with definitions for division. A sample 
definition would be partitioning a known number into smaller sections or creating 
equal groups.  

§ In the next few days, we will continue to develop strategies for dividing. 
§ Pass out exit slip to end the class.  

 
ASSESSMENT 
 
Exit Ticket: At the end of the lesson, give students an exit slip where they need to explain their strategy. 
 
Observe:  As students are working, observe whether they are partitioning the tower into smaller pieces 
or taking the number and dividing into equal groups. Read students’ exit tickets to see if their strategies 
are mathematically sound.  
 
Ask: See questions in the “listen actively” section. 
 



 

The High Rise Tower 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

Name: ________________________________ 
 

The Great Escape Recording Sheet 
 
The Baudelaire children are on the 25th story of the tower. They need to get safely to the ground 
using twin sized bed sheets. How many sheets will they need? Show ALL of your thinking 
below using picture, numbers, etc.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once you have discovered how many sheets they will need, explain what you did to find your 
answer using words: 
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________



 

______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________. 

EXIT TICKET 
 

Name: __________________________________________ 
 

Using words, pictures, symbols and/or numbers, explain your 
process for completing this task.  
 


