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solve it!
little problems with big solutions

Sailor Monkeys
1. Three sailors, marooned on an island, spent the day collecting  

coconuts. The sailors were too tired at night to count them, so  
they agreed to divide them equally the next morning.

	 •		During	the	night,	one	sailor	
woke up and decided to 
take his share. He divided 
the coconuts into 3 equal 
piles. One coconut was 
leftover, which he threw to 
the monkeys on the island. 
He took his share and left 
the remaining coconuts in 
1 pile. 

	 •		Later	that	night,	the	
second sailor awoke and, 
likewise, decided to take 
his share. He, too, made  
3 equal piles and had  
1 coconut leftover, which 
went to the monkeys. He 
took his share, and made 
1 pile out of the coconuts. 

	 •		Before	dawn,	the	third	
sailor awoke and did 
the same thing with the 
remaining coconuts.

 In the morning, all three sailors saw the small pile but said nothing. 
When they divided the remaining coconuts equally, each sailor received 
7 coconuts; the 1 leftover went to the monkeys. How many coconuts 
were in the original pile?

2. Three bands of thieves visited the same ranch one night. The first band 
of thieves stole 1/3 of the hay bales in the barn plus 1/3 bale of hay. 
The second band stole 1/4 of the hay bales plus 1/4 bale. Finally, the 
last band stole 1/5 of the remaining bales plus 3/5 bale. The next day, 
the rancher counted 409 bales of hay. He also noted that there was no 
evidence that any bales of hay had been divided. How many bales of 
hay were in the barn before the thieves arrived? 

We encourage classroom 
teachers to pose this problem 
to your students and share 
their creative solutions. Please 
include a brief analysis of the 
specific strategy; examples 
of original students’ work or 
high-quality digital images; 
and your name, the school 
name and address, and your 
e-mail address. E-mail sub-
missions to sherry l. Bair at 
slbair@ilstu.edu, or send to 
her at Illinois State University, 
Campus	Box	4520,	Normal,	
IL	61790-4520,	by	May 15, 
2013. Published solutions will 
be credited.

(Solutions on page 454)

Sherry	L.	Bair	and	Edward	S.	Mooney	

D
EN

IS
	V

r
u

B
LE

VS
k

I/I
St

o
C

k
p

h
o

to

Copyright © 2013 The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, Inc.  www.nctm.org. All rights reserved.
This material may not be copied or distributed electronically or in any other format without written permission from NCTM.



877.4.LESLEY  
better@lesley.edu  
lesley.edu/better

Lesley University • 29 Everett Street • Cambridge, Massachusetts

Leave it to the university with more than 
100 years of teaching innovation to set 
a new standard for effectiveness. 

Lesley University’s online Master of Education  
in Effective Teaching is the only M.Ed. of its  
kind for elementary and middle school  
teachers. With your classroom at the center  
of the program, we use three key interactive 
elements to help you reach and teach   
every student:

• Assessment for learning 
• Sustaining a culture of learning 
• Teaching for learning progressions

Learn more about online programs for  
educators, including Effective Teaching  
and the M.Ed. in Mathematics.

BETTER TEACHERS 
KNOW GOOD 
ENOUGH ISN’T

BETTER TEACHERS LEARN AT LESLEY™


