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August 28: Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech
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August 28: Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech 

On August 28 of the Mystery Year, Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. delivered his historic “I Have a Dream” 
speech in Washington, D.C. as part of the March on 
Washington for Jobs and Freedom. In the speech he said:  

“I have a dream that my four little children will 
one day live in a nation where they will not be 
judged by the color of their skin, but by the content 
of their character. I have a dream today!” 

Dr. King devoted his life to fighting for civil rights and 
social justice through non-violent means. He was also a 
Baptist minister. Interestingly, Dr. King delivered his 
famous speech exactly 45 years to the day before 
Barack Obama accepted the nomination for U.S. 
President at the Democratic Convention (on August 28). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Use the information below and the clues to find the 
Mystery Year when the Dr. King delivered his speech.  

o Dr. King was born on January 15, 1929, eighty years (and five days) 
prior to President Barack Obama’s first inauguration as President. 

o Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, almost a full  
one hundred twenty years before Dr. King was born. 

1. An equilateral triangle is a triangle with all sides of the same length. Suppose 
an equilateral triangle has a perimeter of 39 inches. 
What is the length of one of its sides? The ones digit of that length is the 
ones digit of the Mystery Year. 
(The topic of equilateral triangle was selected for this clue because Dr. King devoted his 
entire life in the pursuit of equality.) 

2. Find the year Barack Obama was first inaugurated as President.  
If you add 6 to the tens digit of that year, you will have the tens digit of the 
Mystery Year.   

3. Find the year Abraham Lincoln was born.  
The hundreds digit of that year is 1 less than the hundreds digit of the 
Mystery Year. 

4. Use this clue as a check on the other clues: 
The sum of the digits in the Mystery Year is a whole number 
that falls between 18.001 and 19.477. 

 
 
 
 

   
 

         
 Thousands Hundreds   Tens    Ones 

MLK, Jr. Memorial 
in Washington, DC 

Sculptor: Lei Yixin 
 

"Out of the mountain of despair,  
a stone of hope." 

— An inscription on the MLK monument, 
 taken from King’s “I Have a Dream”  

speech, that inspired the sculpture 
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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

PREVIE
W



© ActiveMath®, Inc., 2022     activemath.com     Math History-Mystery Puzzles: August 28 

Complete Solutions, Teacher Notes, & Extensions 
August 28: Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” Speech 

 
Mystery Year: 1963 

CCSS: 4.NBT.4, MP6 (Attend to Precision), 5.NBT.3, 5.G.3, 5.NBT.3.b.  
Topics: basic operations with whole numbers, number sense, and understanding of relevant 
vocabulary (equilateral, sum, less than). 

Resource Notes: The January 15 Math History-Mystery Puzzle provides a graphing puzzle to 
help observe Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day. For a challenge problem connecting Lincoln’s 
“Emancipation Proclamation” with King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, check out the Cartoon 
Corner “Presidential Puzzlers” in the August 2014 issue of Mathematics Teaching in the 
Middle School. 

 Clue 1 Solution   An equilateral triangle is a triangle with all three sides the same length. 
(You may want to use the term congruent with students.) Therefore, if an equilateral 
triangle has a perimeter of 39 inches, each of its sides must be 39 ÷ 3, or 13 units long. 

Students may also find the side length by finding  of 39:  ´ 39 = 13. The ones digit of 

13 is 3, so the ones digit of the Mystery Year is 3. 
Math Notes: Congruent is mentioned above as a reminder that this might be an appropriate 
time to incorporate and reinforce that terminology (depending upon the grade level of the 
students). Also, a discussion of and connection to how students arrive at the length of one 
side of the triangle might be insightful. It would inform you of students’ thinking: Do you see 

this as division (by 3), or as multiplication (by )? And finally: Which Mathematical 

Practices do you see highlighted within this clue? There are many, but MP6 (Attend to 
Precision) seems to come to the forefront, requiring students to be precise in their 
reading/comprehension of mathematical language, as well as their calculations. 

 Clue 2 Solution   Dr. King was born on January 15, 1929. Going forward, or adding 
80 years and 5 days from that date, you obtain January 20, 2009. That was the date of 
Barack Obama’s first Presidential Inauguration. Adding 6 to the tens digit in that year 
results in a sum of 0 + 6, or 6. So, the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 6. 

 Clue 3 Solution   Abraham Lincoln’s birth year is found by performing this subtraction:  
1929 – 120 = 1809. The hundreds digit, 8, is 1 less than the hundreds digit in the Mystery 
Year. So, the hundreds digit in the Mystery Year is 9. 

 Clue 4 Solution   Using number sense and an understanding of betweenness of numbers, a 
student should realize that there is only one whole number between 18.001 and 19.477, 
specifically 19. The digits that have already been determined are __ 9 6 3. The sum of 
those three digits is 18, so for the sum of the digits to be 19, the digit in the thousands 
place of the Mystery Year must be 1. Thus, 1963 is confirmed to be the Mystery Year. 
Extension: Ask: How many numbers are greater than 3, but less than 8? If students respond 
that there are four numbers, ask: Did I restrict the numbers to whole numbers? What kinds of 
numbers fall between 3 and 8? (No. There are fractions and decimals. Students should then 
conclude that there are infinitely many numbers that are greater than 3, but less than 8.) You 
may want to introduce an informal version of the Density Property: “Between any two 
fractions there is another fraction.” (With some students, you may want to replace fractions  

with “rational numbers.” A rational number is a number that can be written in the form , 

1
3

1
3

1
3

a
b
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where a and b are integers, b ≠ 0.) Have students work in pairs, with one student picking 
two fractions, and the partner having to find a couple fractions that fall between those 
two fractions. 

 Historical Notes  
The purpose of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28, 1963 was to 
advocate for the civil and economic rights of African Americans. Approximately 250,000 
people participated — becoming one of the largest political rallies for human rights in U.S. 
history. Dr. King’s speech called for an end to racism. The march helped lead to the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964. 
At age 23, John Lewis (1940–2020), chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), was one of the key organizers of the March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom. In his speech at the march, Lewis said, “get in and stay in the streets of every city, 
every village and hamlet of this nation until true freedom comes.” Lewis ultimately was 
elected to the U.S. House of Representatives from Georgia’s 5th congressional district — and 
served as a U.S. Congressman for more than 30 years until he passed away on July 17, 2020. 
He was known as the “Conscience of Congress” because of his lifetime of leadership in the 
nonviolent fight for racial justice and equality — that included civil rights, human rights, and 
voting rights. His work resulted, at times, in his being beaten by mobs and police for his 
peaceful protesting. He was known for saying, “Never, ever be afraid to make some noise 
and get in good trouble, necessary trouble.” Shortly before his passing, Lewis wrote an 
essay that the New York Times published on the day of his funeral. It included this passage: 

“Though I may not be here with you, I urge you to answer the highest calling of  
your heart and stand up for what you truly believe. In my life I have done all I can to  

demonstrate that the way of peace, the way of love and nonviolence is the more  
excellent way. Now it is your turn to let freedom ring.” 

—John Lewis, in his farewell essay to the nation, written shortly prior to his  
death on July 17, 2020; published in the New York Times on July 30, 2020. 

Link: https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/30/opinion/john-lewis-civil-rights-america.html 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

President John F. Kennedy meets with leaders 
of the March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom on August 28, 1963.  
Left to Right — Willard Wirtz, Matthew Ahmann, 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr, John Lewis, Rabbi 
Joachin Prinz, Eugene Carson Blake, A. Philip 
Randolph, President John F. Kennedy, Vice President 
Lyndon Johnson, Walter Reuther, Whitney Young, 
Floyd McKissick, Roy Wilkins (the final three may 
not be in order) 

On April 3, 1968, Dr. King gave his final speech — “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop” — 
which proved to be prophetic. In the speech he said, "I've seen the promised land. I may not 
get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a people, will get to the 
promised land.” On the following day, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated.  
To watch Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream Speech” (6:46), go to 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vP4iY1TtS3s&feature=youtu.be 
 

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that.  
Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.” 

“We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.” 
—Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929–1968) 
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