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Name    

Birthday of Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
March 15 of the Mystery Year was the birthday of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, 
American lawyer and Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the 
United States. She was nominated to the court by President Bill Clinton in 
1993 — and served until she passed away in 2020. Ginsburg was the second 
woman and first Jewish woman to ever serve on the court. She was a huge 
advocate for gender equality. 
Ginsburg was known for wearing white lace collars. She had different 
collars to represent the different types of opinions she delivered to the court. 

The phrase EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER LAW is engraved above 
the entrance to the U.S. Supreme Court Building, and a scale as 
shown below at the right is a symbol for justice. All of the clues 
to find the Mystery Year involve equations — because equations 
likewise represent equality. 

1.  Find the missing digits below to make the 
equation true. 

3.       ÷  0.0        = 120 
 
 

The digit for the       is the ones digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

2.  Which equation below is false? 
 (1) x + 49 = 39 (2) a(b – c) = ab – ac 

 (3) 7 + 3 = 10 + 9 = 19 (4) None of these 

The answer choice, (1, 2, 3, or 4), is the 
tens digit of the Mystery Year.  

3.  Suppose Ruth received two packages of equal 
weight from the cleaners. One package 
contained 5 judge robes and 8 collars. The 
second package contained 3 robes and  
17 collars. If each collar weighs 1 pound, and 
the robes all have the same weight, what is the 
weight of one robe (in pounds)? 

 

 

When you multiply the weight of one robe 
by 2, you will have the hundreds digit of 
the Mystery Year. 

4.  Use this clue as a check on the other clues:  
When Ginsburg was confirmed by the U.S. 
Senate to become an Associate Justice of the 
Supreme Court, 96 of the 99 Senators who were 
present voted “Yea” to confirm her. (One 
Senator was absent.) What percent of those who 
voted did she receive for her confirmation? 
Round to the nearest percent. 

 
 
The sum of the digits in the rounded 
percent is the sum of the digits in the 
Mystery Year.  
 

March 15 Puzzle 

What is the Mystery Year of Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg's birthday? 

 
 
 _______ _______ _______ _______ 
 Thousands Hundreds Tens Ones 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
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March 15 Puzzle 

What is the Mystery Year of Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg's birthday? 

 
 
 _______ _______ _______ _______ 
 Thousands Hundreds Tens Ones 

Answer Key  

SAMPLE: 96 ÷ 99 = 0.9696...  
This decimal rounds to 97%. 

 1 9 3 3 

 6  3 
SAMPLE: Think of a related division fact, 
and use the guess, check, and revise strategy. 

False 

True Neither true nor false 

SAMPLE: Let r equal the weight of a 
robe. Solve the equation 5r + 8 = 3r + 17. 
So, 2r = 9, and r = 4.5.  

2(4.5) = 9 

9 + 7 = 16 
Since 9 + 3 + 3 = 15, 
the first digit is 1. 

 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
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Complete Solutions, Teacher Notes, & Extensions 
Birthday of Ruth Bader Ginsburg 

March 15 
Puzzle 

Mystery Year: 1933 
CCSS: MP1 (Make Sense of Problems and Persevere in Solving Them), 5.NBT.7, 6.NS.3, 6.EE.5, 
6.EE.6, 7.RP.2, 5.NBT.4. 
Topics: Use guess, test, and revise to find the values that balance an equation, determine whether or 
not an equation is true, set up and solve a multi-step equation, find the percent of a number. 

 Clue 1 Solution   Students may use the problem-solving strategy guess, test, and revise to 
determine the digits that will make this sentence true: 

3.       ÷  0.0        = 120 
One way to approach this problem is to think of a division fact that may be helpful. Students may 
apply their knowledge that because 36 ÷ 3 = 12, perhaps the digits 6 and 3 will work. And indeed 
they do work: 3.6 ÷ 0.03 = 120. Because the digit for the triangle is 3, the ones digit for the 
Mystery Year is 3. 
Another way to approach the problem is to consider inverse operations. Students may start with, 
say, 120 • 0.09, and then test possibilities for 3.     .  
Math Notes: A common student misconception is the notion that “dividing makes numbers 
smaller.” Explain that we can think of division as finding how many parts fit into something. For 
example, for 36 ÷ 12, we can think about how many 12-inch rulers fit along 36 inches. (3 rulers). 
Now have students think about how many segments, each  inch long, fit along 1 inch. 

(2 segments). Now ask, “How many segments, each  inch long, fit along 36 inches?  (Because 

two -inch segments fit along 1 inch, there must be 36 times as many -inch segments that fit 

along 36 inches. So, 36 ´ 2 = 72 segments.) Ask, Why is the quotient, 72, greater than the 
divisor, 36? (Sample answer: Because we are determining how many tiny pieces, each smaller 
than 1 inch, fit into 36 inches.) 
There is an excellent article by Karp, Bush, and Dougherty in the August 2014 issue of Teaching 
Children Mathematics, pp. 18–25, entitled, “13 Rules That Expire: Overgeneralizing 
commonly accepted strategies, using imprecise vocabulary, and relying on tips and tricks 
that do not promote conceptual mathematical understanding can lead to misunderstanding 
later in students’ math careers.” The fifth rule in the article about rules that should expire is 
“Subtraction and division make numbers smaller.”  
Multicultural Note / Extension: The problem-solving strategy guess, test, and revise has its 
origins with the ancient Egyptians (3000 BCE – 300 BCE) who used that method for solving 
equations (mainly because formal algorithms for solving equations had not yet been established). 
They called the method the Rule of False Position. It involved making an initial guess at the 
solution of an equation — and then following up with one or more adjustments (in the likely 
event that the guess yielded an incorrect solution).   
The Rhind Mathematical Papyrus (RMP) is a large Egyptian document in the form of a 
continuous scroll containing many mathematical problems and solutions — providing perhaps 
the greatest source of information about ancient Egyptian mathematics. The following problem 
appeared in the RMP, shown using current notation: 

Solve for x: 6x + 2x = 32 

1
2

1
2

1
2

1
2
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Teacher Notes provide 
helpful tips for enhancing 
or extending the activity.
• solution strategies
• common errors
• optional extensions
• related links
• historical information
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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 math 
clubs. Pages are ready to print or assign digitally to individuals or small groups.

 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




