
MaGnific
en

t
M

at
h

M
o
m

e
nt

s

Ex
xonMobil

Math
Path

?

Shady Snakes

65

Make pretend snakes and use them to explore estimation and measurement!

What you need
Modeling clay or Playdough® Rulers
Rocks, various sizes (or different-sized cans such as soup cans, 

coffee cans, etc.)

What to do
1. Roll out two clay snakes of different lengths.
2. Measure the length of one of the clay snakes. 
3. Make a guess for how long the second snake will be using what you know

about the first snake. 
4. Check your guess by measuring the second snake. 
5. Curl up one of the snakes.
6. Estimate and measure its diameter (across the fattest portion of the 

circular shape).
7. Make a prediction about the second snake’s diameter. Then, roll it up 

and measure. 
8. Before testing, guess which rock each snake could hide under for shade. 

How do you know? Check your answers.

What to ask
• What do you do if a snake is between numbers on the ruler? 
• How do you know which is longer? Do you need a ruler to figure that out?
• How much longer is one snake than the other?
• Is it possible for the snakes to have different lengths but the same diameter?

Why or why not? 
• How do you know where to place the ruler on the snake to get the best 

measurement of diameter (or length)? 

Did you know?
Estimations depend on reference points. When the children make the first snake
and measure it, they are getting a reference point that allows them to make a
better estimate for the length of the second snake. Estimating which rocks the
snake will fit under helps with the concepts of area. Packing items depends on
how things can be folded up to fit in a particular space. Experience measuring
the same piece of clay in different shapes helps children visualize how things
take up space.



What’s next?
• Is there any way you can predict the diameter of the snake if you know the length?
• Make 10 snakes of different lengths and thicknesses. 
• Guess ahead of time which one will have the biggest diameter. Were you right?
• Measure the bottom of a rock. Then, roll out a snake that you think will exactly fit

under it. How close were you?
• Measure your height and then see how small you can curl up. What other kinds of

things can be “curled up” into a smaller space? (packing a suitcase, tents, sleeping
bag, rolling up a poster) 

To learn more
How Big is a Foot? 
by Rolf Myler
A King orders a bed that is first measured by his own rather large foot. When the 
measurements are given to the bed maker, who has a much smaller foot, the bed 
does not come out as intended.

Calculating Area: Space Rocket!
by John Burstein
The four math monsters show how to calculate area as they help Mina figure out how
many tiles they need to make their new rocket launch pad safe.

How it helps with school
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) Standards
Patterns, Relationships, and Algebraic Thinking: 3.6A; 4.7; 5.5B
Measurement: 3.11A-C, 3.13; 4.12; 5.11A-B
Underlying Processes and Mathematical Tools: 3.15C-D, 3.17A-B; 4.14C-D, 4.16A-B;
5.14C-D, 5.16A-B

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Standards
Measurement, Problem Solving, Connections, Representation
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