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Thank you for downloading a printable ActiveMath resource and the related digital files! 
Your purchase gives you the right to use the resources in certain ways, but the copyright 
ownership is not transferred to you. Resources may occasionally be offered by ActiveMath 
as freebies, and the same terms of use apply to both purchased and free resources.

What a purchaser is allowed to do...
➤  Copy the digital file to your computer or digital devices for personal use as an educator.
➤  Make photocopies for students in your classroom, for your own children, and for students 

you tutor.
➤  Post printable resources within your classroom or tutoring space.
➤  Transfer digital resources to the folders for your students as long as access is limited to 

those students only. 
➤  Share a cover image for a resource in blog posts, at workshops, or at other professional 

development venues provided credit is given along with appropriate links back to the 
resource. Provide links to www.activemath.com or to the ActiveMath store at an online 
marketplace that is legally distributing ActiveMath resources.

➤  Refer teachers, parents, or other people to the ActiveMath store to obtain the resources 
legally. 
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➤ Claim ownership or authorship of ActiveMath resources.
➤ Remove the copyright line from printed resources.
➤  Share or exchange any portion of the digital or printed files with other teachers, with 

parents, or with students who are not in the purchaser’s class.
➤ Resell your ActiveMath purchase or offer it as a giveaway.
➤  Post the digital files on any non-secure website anywhere on the internet including, but 

not limited to, sharing sites, news lists, or shared databases.

Thank you for respecting copyright laws and the hard work of authors. Please abide by the 
Terms of Use. If you have questions, please direct them to activemath39@yahoo.com.  
Thanks again for choosing an ActiveMath resource.
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January 29: Death of Robert Frost

Use the clues on the next page to find the Mystery Year.

Mystery Year
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January 29: Death of Robert Frost, American Poet  
January 29 of the Mystery Year is when American 
poet and playwright, Robert Frost, passed away. 
Considered by many to be “America’s finest poet,” 
Frost was nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature 
31 times and is the only poet to receive 4 Pulitzer 
Prizes for Poetry. Frost’s realistic depictions of nature 
and everyday life in rural settings often served to 
underscore social and philosophical ideas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 Robert 
 Frost 

 

Among Frost’s most well-known poems 
are “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 
Evening” and “The Road Not Taken” 
(last verse shown at right). 

I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I — 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year: 

1. Robert is going on a hike to a waterfall. However, he is not sure of which route to take. 
He is standing at the point where two roads diverge into the woods. Each of those roads 
lead to two more roads. Only one of those routes leads to the waterfall.  
What is the likelihood (or chance) that Robert will randomly select the route that 
leads to the waterfall? Select from these choices: 

(0) Certain (100%)      (1) Likely (greater than 50%) 
      (2) Equally likely to select the correct path as an incorrect path (50%)      

(3) Unlikely (less than 50%)      (4) Impossible (0%) 
The correct choice, (0, 1, 2, 3, or 4), is the ones digit of the Mystery Year. 

2. Frost is a thin layer of ice that forms at or below 32oF. Edward, a British friend of 
Robert’s, informed him that frost was on his lawn one morning when the 
temperature was –3 oC. What is this temperature in Fahrenheit? (Use F = C + 32.) 

The ones digit of the Fahrenheit reading is the tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

3. Let f represent the sum of the number of times Robert Frost was nominated 
for a Nobel Prize together with the number of Pulitzer Prizes he was awarded.  

Then, evaluate this expression: . 

The value of the expression is the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year. 

4. Use this clue as a check on the other clues:  
The sum of the ones and tens digits in the Mystery Year is equal to the 
product of the hundreds and thousands digits. 

 
 
 
 

1
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How to Use Math History-Mystery Puzzles
Warm-up Activities for Middle School

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SUPPORT
Provided with each puzzle are extensive Teacher Notes with sample, step-by-step  
solutions and scaffolding strategies that include valuable teacher information.
➤ Step-by-Step Solutions are designed so even beginning teachers will 

be well-equipped to help all students. Alternative solution strategies are 
detailed to illustrate various paths to the solution.

➤ Math Notes provide additional mathematical background for the teacher. 
This includes various pedagogical insights that include an analysis of 
related common student misconceptions with intervention suggestions. 

➤ Extensions allow advanced students to take the content to the next level.
➤ Multicultural Notes bring to light the contributions from various cultures  

related to the discovery/development of the content of the puzzle.
➤ Historical Notes provide further context for the theme of the puzzle.  

Often these notes delve into social justice issues related to the theme of the 
puzzle. Included are links to video clips and uplifting quotes.

To download a FREE, more extensive document describing how to use the puzzles,  
go to: https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/7037642

OVERVIEW 
These puzzles connect mathematics to other disciplines, inspirational individuals, historical & 
current events, social justice issues, and pop culture — to reflect the diverse nature of our society. 
Each puzzle has brief information and questions about a specific day in history.

 Mystery Year Each puzzle begins with the critical reading of a passage of historical 
information about a particular person or event in a Mystery Year. Students use math 
clues to determine the year when the event occurred. Each clue produces a digit of 
the Mystery Year, and the final clue provides a check on the other clues.

 Bellringers The puzzles are ideal for warm-ups, sponge activities, skills-review/test 
prep, enrichment/challenge activities, mini-lessons –– and even as activities for use 
with math clubs.

 Test Prep The math content of the warm-ups is based on a daily mixed review of 
skills. By revisiting a variety of important skills on a daily basis, students are likely to 
keep those skills sharp for the high-stakes tests that they will be taking later in the 
year. And the real-world contexts keep students engaged.

 Common Core State Standards The skills/concepts addressed in the puzzles 
are drawn from the Common Core State Standards for Mathematical Content and 
Mathematical Practice from Grades 5–8. Overall, the skills increase in difficulty as the 
year progresses. It should be noted that many high-school teachers are using the 
puzzles with success to provide students with important skills review in context.

CCSS
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Teacher Notes and Sample Solution Strategies for January 29 
 
January 29: Death of Robert Frost, American Poet 

CCSS: 7.SP.5, 6.RP.3.d, 7.NS.2, 7.NS.1.d, 6.EE.2.c, MP6 (Attend to Precision). 
Mystery Year: 1963 

1. To determine the likelihood of Robert randomly selecting the one route that leads to 
the waterfall, students need to first determine how many possible outcomes, or routes, 
there are. Robert starts at a point where he can go in one of two ways, call them A or 
B. Then, each of those routes leads to two more routes. So, A can lead to the waterfall 
(call it W), or A can lead to a point we’ll call C. Route B can lead to two possible 
points, call them D or E. See diagram below. 
Critical to the analysis is the understanding that each of 4 possible routes is equally-
likely to be taken due to the randomness of the situation. At the first divergence, 
routes A or B are equally likely to be taken. Then, each of the subsequent connecting 
choices (W or C; D or E) are also equally likely to be taken. 
Because there is only one route that leads to the waterfall out of the four equally-
likely possible routes, Robert has a 1 chance out of 4 to randomly select the correct 
route. Because a probability 1 out of 4 is equal to 25%, Robert is unlikely to select the 
correct route. Because choice “(3) Unlikely (less than 50%)” is the correct choice, the 
ones digit of the Mystery Year is 3. 

Math Note: If students struggle with the reasoning 
involved with this clue, encourage them to make a tree 
diagram (as shown at right) or other drawing: 
Pose the following prompts: 
o How many total equally-likely routes can  

Robert take? (4)  
o How many of those lead to the waterfall? (1) 
o Is it certain he will pick the correct route? (No) 
o Is it impossible for him to select the correct route?  

(No. There is one way that leads to the waterfall, so it is possible.) 
o Which has a lesser chance happening — Robert randomly picking the correct 

route to the waterfall or Robert picking an incorrect route? OR, is he just as likely 
to pick the correct route as one of the incorrect routes?  (He is less likely to select 
the correct route, because there is only one correct route — and there are  
3 routes that do not lead to the waterfall.) 

2. To convert –3 oC to a Fahrenheit reading, substitute the given Celcius reading into 
the formula for converting a Celsius reading to Fahrenheit. Then evaluate: 

F = C + 32 

F = (–3 ) + 32 Replace C with (–3 ). 

F = (– ) + 32 Convert (–3 ) to an improper fraction. 

F = (– ) + 32 Multiply the fractions: (– ) = –  = – . 

 Make sure to retain the negative sign in the product. 

1
3

9
5

9
5

1
3

1
3

9
5

10
3

1
3

90
15

9
5
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3

9 ×  10 
5 ×  3

90
15
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F = (–6) + 32 Simplify the fraction by dividing out by the common factor 15:  

 –  = –  = –  = –6  

F = 26 Add. 

So, –3 oC  is equivalent to 26oF. Because  the ones digit of this temperature is 6, 

the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 6. 
Math Note: A common student misconception is attaching a negative sign to both 
the numerator and denominator when converting –3  to its improper form. Remind 

students that the negative sign which precedes a mixed number indicates the value 
of the entire number is negative. So, in its improper form, only one negative sign is 
used — because two negative signs would mean that a negative number is being 
divided by a negative number. That, of course, would result in a positive quotient.   
Historical Note: The “Edward” used in the clue is in reference to British poet 
Edward Thomas, a colleague of Frost during the years Frost lived in England. 
Extension: Pose the following problem: 

There is one temperature at which the Fahrenheit reading is equal to the 
Celsius reading. What is that temperature? Hint: To find that temperature, 
you can set F = C, and replace C with F in the formula given with the clue. 

Solution: Replace C with F in F = C + 32 to produce F = F + 32. Multiply 

each side of the equation by 5 to produce 5F = 9F + 160. Combine like 
terms to produce –4F = 160. Divide each side by –4 to produce F = –40. 
Thus, when it is –40oF, it is –40oC. Of course, you can also solve the 
Extension by using the Fahrenheit to Celsius formula: C = (F – 32). 

3. The sum of the number of times Robert Frost was nominated for a Nobel Prize (31) 
and the number of Pulitzer Prizes he was awarded (4) is 35. Replacing f  in the 
expression  with 35, and then simplifying, yields the following:  

 =  =  = 9 

The value of the expression is 9, so the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 

4. The digits of the Mystery Year determined so far are __ 9 6 3. According to the clue, 
the sum of the ones and tens digits is equal to the product of the hundreds and 
thousands digits. The sum of the ones and tens digit is 9. So, the thousands digit must 
be 1 for the product of the hundreds and thousands digits to be 9. This confirms that 
the Mystery Year is 1963. 

Extension | Interpreting Poems: You may want to ask students to interpret what they 
think may have been the symbolism, or “deep meaning,” Robert Frost intended when he 
wrote the following two passages. Perhaps some of your students will be inclined to write 
a math problem or two related to the poems.  

“The Road Not Taken” (1916) excerpt: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I — 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

 

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” 
(1923) excerpt: 

The woods are lovely, dark and deep, 
But I have promises to keep, 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 
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Historical Notes: Robert Frost was born in San Francisco, CA, on March 26, 1874. He 
died on January 29, 1963 in Boston, MA. His father was a journalist and a teacher. After 
the death of his father in 1885, the family moved to Massachusetts. Although much of his 
later life was spent on a farm, Frost grew up in a city. He attended Dartmouth College for 
a couple months, returning home only to work in various unfulfilling jobs. At that point 
in his life he already knew his calling was poetry. 
Frost sold his first poem, “My Butterfly. An Elegy,” for $15 in 1894. He married Elinor 
White in 1895, attended Harvard for two years but left due to illness. Frost’s paternal 
grandfather had bought a farm in New Hampshire for Frost and his wife, which is where 
they retreated for the next nine years. Many of his poems written while here were made 
famous in later years. 
In 1912, the Frost family left for England, where they lived until their return to the United 
States in 1915. While there, Frost forged many influential friendships with British poets 
who helped to promote his work. Those colleagues included Edward Thomas, F.S. Flint, 
Wilfred Gibson, and Ezra Pound. It is a little known fact that Frost’s work was published 
initially in England before it was in the United States. 
Upon returning to the United States, Frost taught at Amherst in Massachusetts, University 
of Michigan in Ann Arbor, and, for forty-two years, at the Bread Load School of English 
of Middlebury College in Vermont.  
Some critics claim that the dark tones in many of Frost’s works are reflections of family 
tragedies he had endured. His father died when he was 11 (1895), his mother passed 5 
years later, (1900), his wife had breast cancer and died of heart failure (1938). Only two 
of his six children outlived him. Mental illness and depression were prevalent in the Frost 
family, including Frost himself and his wife. 
Some of Robert Frost’s awards and honors include: 
o Recipient of four Pulitzer Prizes (1924, 1931, 1937, 1943) 
o Nominated for the Nobel Prize for Literature 31 times 
o Recipient of over 40 honorary degrees, including one from Harvard University and two from 

Dartmouth College 
o Recipient of a United States Congressional Gold Medal (1960) 
o Speaker at President John F. Kennedy’s inauguration (1961) 

Read about Robert Frost from the Poetry Foundation: https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/robert-frost 

For a video (3:35) of Robert Frost’s biography, go to: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o2stTH-rtq8  

For an animated video (2:12) of  “The Road Not Taken” (perhaps Frost’s most famous 
poem), go to: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yGB_K_xlHdI  

“The best way out is always through.” 
“I am not a teacher, but an awakener.” 
In three words I can sum up everything I've learned about life: it goes on.”  
“It is absurd to think that the only way to tell if a poem is lasting is to wait 
and see if it lasts. The right reader of a good poem can tell the moment it 
strikes him that he has taken an immortal wound — that he will never get 
over it. That is to say, permanence in poetry, as in love, is perceived 
instantly. It hasn’t to wait the test of time. The proof of a poem is not that 
we have never forgotten it, but we knew at sight we never could forget it.” 

 —Robert Frost (1874–1963) 
 

Robert Frost 
(1941) 
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