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Math Stories for Solving Basic Problems 
Although many math books that help children become familiar with problem-
solving are written for children older than age 6, some tell stories in which a single 
set goes through a series of changes. These books can be appropriate for younger 

children to think through. The annotated list below includes some books in which children 
can follow along as a single set grows and shrinks. The list also includes some books that help 
children see smaller quantities inside of larger quantities. 

As with most books, the real learning will happen when you discuss the stories with children. 
If you are reading a book in which a set is changing, point out that the set is changing and how 
it is changing. You can ask questions such as “How many mice are in the jar now?” and 
“Did the number of feet in the bed get smaller or bigger?” to help spark discussion. 

You can also think about some open-ended questions—the kind that do not have only one 
right answer—to help children use their math thinking. Ask children, “Why do you think the 
snake wants more mice in the jar?” or “Do you think it’s more fun to sleep when there are 
more feet in the bed or fewer? Why?” These kinds of questions invite children to share their 
ideas, using their own words to express mathematical thinking. 

Key instructional practices for solving basic problems 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for solving 
basic problems: 

 

• Prompt children to notice and discuss how the quantity of a set changes as 
objects are added and taken away. 

• Provide opportunities to solve problems with hidden results. 

• Provide opportunities for children to see the different ways a single quantity 
can be broken into smaller quantities. 

Key instructional practices for all math teaching 
This activity provides opportunities to use the following key instructional practices for all 
math teaching: 

  

Dedicate time each day to teaching math, and integrate math instruction 
throughout the school day. 

• Embed math in routines, games, and other instruction to teach and reinforce 
math concepts and skills. 

• Create a math-rich environment where children can recognize and 
meaningfully apply math. 
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Teach children to view and describe their world mathematically. 

• Use open-ended “what,” “why,” and “how” questions to encourage children to 
apply their math knowledge. 

 

Annotated Children’s Book List 

Mouse Count / Cuenta de Ratón by Ellen Stoll Walsh, 2020, Clarion Books 

A hungry snake finds an empty jar that he decides to fill with his dinner. He finds some mice taking a 
nap and counts the mice he captures as he fills his jar. It is not enough, though, so he goes back and 
adds some more mice to the jar. This story is full of problem-solving opportunities, including 
children creating their own mouse-count problems to solve. 

10 Gulab Jamuns: Counting With an Indian Sweet Treat by Sandhya Acharya, 2022, Mascot Books 

Mama made 10 gulab jamuns for her guests, but something changes before her guests arrive. Her 
two sons cannot resist Mama’s sweet treats, and they begin to disappear, resulting in a smaller and 
smaller set until there are no more. What can they do to make sure that their guests get some gulab 
jamuns? Make some more, of course! 

Splash! by Ann Jonas, 1997, Greenwillow Books 

The narrator of this book has a pond in her backyard and a lot of pets. The pets go into and out of 
the pond one by one in this beautifully illustrated story. This is a great book for thinking about how 
sets increase and decrease as things are added and taken away. 

My Bus by Byron Barton, 2014, Greenwillow Books 

Watch the bus fill up and empty out as the bus driver rides around town picking up and then 
dropping off dog and cat passengers. This book provides many opportunities to talk about a 
changing set as well as see small quantities inside larger ones. 

The Musubi Man: Hawai‘i’s Gingerbread Man by Sandi Takayama, 1996, Bess Press 

This regional take on the classic Gingerbread Man story has a mynah bird, taro farmers, and a surfer, 
but it is still a story about a growing group of people and animals who are chasing a tasty treat that 
has somehow sprung to life. Use this story as a springboard for making up your own stories about 
chasing a treat and figuring out how many chasers there are as people keep joining the race. 

How Many Feet in the Bed? by Diane Johnson Hamm, 1991, Simon & Schuster 

Family members jump into the bed and out of the bed one at a time, so the number of feet increases 
or decreases by two each time. 

How Many Snails? by Paul Giganti, Jr., 1988, HarperCollins 

Each two-page spread of this colorful picture book provides another set of quantities to discuss. By 
talking about how many snails are on the page, and then talking about how many have striped shells 
and how many do not, this book provides lots of opportunities for seeing the smaller quantities 
inside larger quantities. 
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Annotated Children’s Book List 

One Duck Stuck by Phyllis Root, 2001, Candlewick Press 

In this fun rhyming book, Duck is stuck in the mud and asks for help from various animals at the 
marsh. The number of animals increases to demonstrate a growing pattern by ones. All the animals 
try, but Duck remains stuck! Then all the animals work together and get Duck unstuck.  

Five Creatures by Emily Jenkins, 2005, Square Fish 

This is an easily relatable book for children. The narrator illustrates how many creatures (humans 
and pets) live in their house. Every two-page spread shows how a larger set can be decomposed into 
smaller sets by different categories, such as creatures who can open cupboards and those who 
cannot. This book provides plenty of opportunities to talk about smaller sets inside larger ones.  
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