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Experiential education is based on the idea that active involvement enhances students’ learning. Applying this
idea to mathematics is difficult, in part, because mathematics is so “abstract.” One way of bringing
experience to bear on students’ mathematical understanding, however, is the use of manipulatives.
Manipulatives are objects that can be touched and moved by students to introduce or reinforce a
mathematical concept. Manipulatives come in a variety of forms, from inexpensive, simple buttons or empty
spools of thread to tangrams and pattern blocks. Typically, it has been the primary grades’ teachers who have
generally accepted the importance of manipulatives.

Research indicates that manipulatives are particularly useful in helping children transition from the concrete
to the abstract level. It is key for the teacher, however, to select the appropriate activities/manipulatives to
support the transition. The transition often reflects the developmental process. Further research, in a review
of activity-based mathematics learning, indicates that mathematics achievement increased when
manipulatives were used.

This unit is intended for 5th and 6th grade students. The area of mathematics that is being covered is
fractions. This unit includes lessons that extensively use pattern blocks, tangrams, and Cuisenaire strips. Pre-
lesson activities include the making of tangram sets and Cuisenaire strips. In addition, the lessons include
interactive Internet activities that coincide with each manipulative type.

(Recommended for Mathematics, grades 5-6.)
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