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image, the story ends with a clas-
sic: “If you change the order of the
addends, does it change the sum?
See page 32 for the answer.” Young
readers are being taught that the
answers are in the back of the book,
a misrepresentation of real math-
ematical thinking. The story line is
completely lost in the forced inclu-
sion of math facts. It is very clear
to the reader that this book is not
to be enjoyed. Rather, the book re-
quires work, work that is disguised
with cute pictures.

The M&M'’s Brand Chocolate Can-
dies Counting Book capitalizes on
the popularity of M&Ms as it leads
the reader through activities of
sorting by color, making sets, cre-
ating shapes, and subtracting. The
unremarkable text uses a contrived
rhyming scheme that insults even
the youngest of children:

Shape the twelve candies, please,
into a square.

A square has four sides. Please
count them with care.

Change the square to a circle, the
big round kind.

A circle’s beginning is so hard to find.
Let’s make a triangle before we stop.
Give it three sides and a point on the

top. (pp. 21-23)

The illustrations are reminiscent of
a workbook. The use of candy un-
derscores the belief of many teach-
ers that math is palatable only if
disguised. There is no encourage-
ment to explore ideas; the reader is
told exactly what to do. At this very
early stage, children get the mes-
sage that there is one right way to
complete a task. Furthermore, mis-
conceptions are perpetuated when
triangles are required to have “a
point on the top” (the faulty belief
that triangles must be equilateral
and oriented with a point on the
top persists throughout the pri-
mary grades).

In Just Enough Carrots, one of
many instructional storybooks in
the MathStart series by Stuart
Murphy (1997), a bunny whines
about the amount of carrots his
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mother has placed in her shopping
cart. In a didactic manner, the
mother bunny points out, “Yes,
Horse has more carrots, but Bird
has the same amount, and Elephant
has even fewer.” This unappealing
text is then interrupted by a chart
showing more, the same, and fewer
carrots. This pattern of instruc-
tional text followed by workbook-
like displays is repeated as the bun-
nies compare additional food items
with the purchases of other shop-
pers. Just Enough Carrots is overly
simplistic and contrived. Conversa-
tion is unnatural and forced. Illus-
trations are overly simplistic, forc-
ing the viewer to focus primarily on
mathematical concepts rather than
on the story itself. In no way does
the book convey the possible joy of
shopping with a parent and the po-
tential of rich, natural learning ex-
periences for a child in the grocery
store. One reading of this book and
children have had enough.

Teachers must wisely choose the
books read in class. Not all books
are equally worthy. The wise
teacher avoids books that are noth-
ing more than workbooks in dis-
guise, books used primarily to in-
struct. Such books use contrived
situations that fail to spark young
children’s interest. The mathemat-
ics content is stilted and unnatural,
lacking playfulness and a sense of
wonder. Teachers must ask them-
selves why they would waste valu-
able classroom time with such
books, time that could be used for
reading excellent children’s stories
and participating in meaningful
learning engagements.

Conclusion

Thoughtful inclusion of high-
quality children’s books in the
math curriculum significantly en-
hances children’s interest and
leads to meaningful investigations.
Selecting books that are well writ-
ten and illustrated and designing
activities that are not contrived but

naturally flow from the text are cru-
cial. Inspired by good literature,
children and teachers alike can ex-
perience the joy of mathematical
thinking and exploring.
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