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Name    

Brown v. Board of Education 
On May 17 of the Mystery Year, the U.S. Supreme Court justices 
ruled 9–0 that state laws involving racial segregation in public 
schools is unconstitutional — even if the segregated schools are 
equal in quality. The ruling is known as Brown v. Board of 
Education. 

The case began when the Topeka, Kansas school district refused to 
allow the daughter of Black resident Oliver Brown to attend the 
public school closest to their home. Instead of being able to walk 
7 blocks to the closest school, Brown’s daughter had to walk 
6 blocks and then take a bus to a segregated black school. 

Previously, in the 1896 case Plessy v. Ferguson, the U.S. Supreme 
Court justices ruled 7–1 that segregation was legal if the separate 
facilities for the separate races were equal. That decision was 
reversed with Brown v. Board of Education. 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year:

1. Suppose it takes 24 minutes to walk 6 blocks 
(of the same length). At that rate, how many 
additional minutes it would take to walk 
7 blocks in all? 

 
 

 

The answer is the ones digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

2. What is the value of y that makes these two 
“separate but equal” equations true? 

 + 3 = y; y = 3x – 13 

 
 

 

The answer is the tens digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

3. Of the 8 U.S. Supreme Court justices who 
voted in Plessy v. Ferguson, what percent of 
them voted with the majority? Write the 

percent as a decimal rounded to the nearest 
tenth.  

 
 
                             

The digit in the tenths place is the 
hundreds digit of the Mystery Year. 

4. Use this clue as a check on the other clues: 
 Find the value of B in the equation below. 

9(B – 1) = 6(B + 8) 

 
 
 

The value of B is the sum of the digits in 
the Mystery Year. 

 
 
 
 

x
3

May 17 Puzzle 

What is the Mystery Year when the 
Supreme Court ruled on Brown v. 
Board of Education? 

 
 _______ _______ _______ _______ 
 Thousands Hundreds Tens Ones 

“We conclude that, in the field of 
public education, the doctrine of 

‘separate but equal’ has no place. 
Separate educational facilities are 

inherently unequal.” 
—Chief Justice Earl Warren,  
in the Supreme Court’s unanimous 

decision in Brown v. Board of Ed 
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Complete Solutions, Teacher Notes, & Extension 
Brown v. Board of Education 

May 77 
 Puzzle 

Mystery Year: 1954 

CCSS: 6.RP.3, 7.NS.2.d, 8.EE.7.b, MP7 (Look for and Make Use of Structure), 7.EE.4.a. 
Topics: proportional reasoning, use the Transitive Property of Equality to solve an equation 
involving a rational coefficient, convert a fraction to a percent. 

 Clue 1 Solution   If it takes 24 minutes to walk 6 blocks, then, at that rate, it takes 24 ÷ 6, or 4 
minutes, to walk 1 block. The clue could also be solved by using a proportion:  

;  24 = 6m;   4 = m 

So, to walk an additional block, it would take an additional 4 minutes. Thus, the ones digit of the 
Mystery Year is 4.  

 Clue 2 Solution   Students may solve the clue by using the strategy guess, test, and revise. Because 
of the rational coefficient  in the first equation, logical solutions for x to consider are multiples 

of 3. Students who “make use of structure” may solve the clue by applying the Transitive 
Property of Equality. According to that property, if a = b, and b = c, then a = c, for all real 
numbers a, b, and c. So, because  + 3 = y, and y = 3x – 13, we can conclude the following: 

 + 3  =  3x – 13.  

The equation is solved below: 

 + 3 = 3x – 13 

3(  + 3) = 3(3x – 13) Multiply each side of the equation by 3 to clear the equation of the fraction. 

x + 9 = 9x – 39 Use the Distributive Property to perform the multiplication on each side, 
48 = 8x Subtract x from each side of the equation; add 39 to each side. 
6 = x Divide each side of the equation by 6. 

We now know that the value of x is 6. To find the value of y, replace x with 6 in either original 
equation:  

y = 3x – 13   + 3 = y 

y = 3(6) – 13   + 3 = y 

y = 18 – 13, or 5  2 + 3 = 5 = y 
When y = 5, both equations are satisfied. So, the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 5.  
Math Notes: Students who do not “attend to precision” may make the error of reporting the 
clue’s answer to be 6 (the value of x) — rather than 5 (the value of y).  
A common student error is to incorrectly apply the Distributive Property when multiplying 
each side of the equation by 3. On the left side of the equation, some students only multiply the 

 by the factor 3 — and not also multiply the 3 by the factor 3. On the right side of the equation, 

some students only multiply the 3x by 3 and not also the 13. One way to remediate this error is to 
write the following expression on the board: 3 ´ (6 + 15). To find the result, have students first 
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