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Whale Watching
NCTM Standards: 
   Use multiple models to develop initial understandings of place value and the base-ten number 

system.

Grade Levels: 1-3

Overview: 
  This activity utilizes students’ problem-solving strategies while reinforcing the importance of 

place value to the thousands place.
Skills:

  Problem-solving, place value to the hundreds or thousands place.

Materials: 
   Blue BossÉCUbes, one die, one Whale Watching Log for each pair of players; a set of Whale 

Cards, and Place Value Mat for each student.

Directions:
 1. Decide whether students will work with place value to the hundreds or thousands place. Prepare  
  Log Sheets and Whale Cards as needed.

 2. Review modeling place value to the hundreds place using BossÉCUbes with students.

 3. Divide class into pairs of students.

 4. Distribute a Whale Watching Log, BossÉCUbes, and one die to each pair of students. 
  Provide each student with a Place Value Mat.  

 5.  Demonstrate how to roll the dice to obtain three numbers if students are working with place value 
to the hundreds, or four numbers if students are working with place value to the thousands. Also 
demonstrate how to use BossÉCUbes and a Place Value Mat to model place value and keep 
track of each place used (whale watched). For example, if you roll a 2 and watched a gray whale, 
you will place two ten longs in the tens column of the Place Value Mat. Record each number 
before the next roll of the die.

 6. Players take turns rolling the die. The player who gets the largest number goes first.  

 7.  On each turn, a player rolls once. The player will decide which whale they will watch on that turn. 
The player will write the number rolled in the blank on the Whale Watching Log that corresponds 
with the place value of the whale watched. For example, in the first roll, player 1 rolls a 2. The 
player decides to watch a killer whale. A killer whale represents the hundreds place. So player 1 
writes a 2 in the hundreds place in the Player 1 column, Round 1 row on the Whale Watching Log.  

 8.  Then it’s player 2’s turn. Player 2 rolls the die, decides which whale to watch, and writes the 
number in the corresponding blank. 

 9. Player 1 then rolls again to find a second number for Round 1. 

 10.  Play continues until all blanks are filled in for each round. Once a particular whale has been 
watched in a round by each player, that animal cannot be used again.  
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 11.  When each player has watched all three/four whales (all columns are filled by both players), they 
determine whose number is largest. The winner of each round is the player who has written the 
largest 3-digit number.  

 12. Both players will clear their Place Value Mats to prepare for the next round of play.

 13. Repeat steps 7-12 with player 2 going first in the second round. 

Assessment:
   Observe students as they are developing a strategy in deciding where to place their numbers. 

If students are placing higher numbers in the hundreds place, they probably have a good  
understanding of place value to the hundreds. 

Extension: 
   Have students work together to model the difference between their numbers for each round 

using BossÉCUbes, and have them record the difference for each round.

Writing Integration: 

   Students can write in their journals about the strategy used during the game, and reflect on what 
they might do differently to achieve higher numbers in each round the next time the game is 
played.
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