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

October 7:  Toni Morrison Awarded Nobel Prize

Mystery Year

Hundreds Tens OnesThousands PREVIE
W



Copyright © 2021 by ActiveMath®, Inc. All rights reserved. October 7th Math History-Mystery Puzzles

October 7 CLUES

PREVIE
W



©ActiveMath®, Inc., 2021     activemath.com     Math History-Mystery Puzzles: October 7 

October 7: Toni Morrison Awarded Nobel Prize  
On October 7 of the Mystery Year, American 
novelist, Toni Morrison, was awarded the 
Nobel Prize for Literature. Morrison, a 
renowned essayist, book editor, and college 
professor, became the first Black to win this 
Nobel Prize, earning her world-wide recognition. 
Morrison was awarded the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom on May 29, 2012 by President 
Barack Obama. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Toni Morrison 

(1931–2019) 
Toni Morrison’s best-known works include her first novel,  
The Bluest Eye (1970), and Beloved (1987), which earned her 
a Pulitzer Prize (1988) and was later made into a movie (1998),  
co-produced by and starring Oprah Winfrey. The focus of Morrison’s 
work was on the Black experience in America, addressing such topics 
as segregation, race relations, slavery, murder, and the supernatural. 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year: 

¡ In the children’s book, Peeny Butter Fudge (2009), written by Morrison and her son, 
Slade, Nana is making peanut butter fudge with her grandchildren. The recipe calls 
for 1 cup butter, 1 cup creamy peanut butter, and 3  cups powdered sugar. 

How many total cups of ingredients are needed if the recipe is cut in half? 
When you round that amount to the nearest whole cup, you will have the 
ones digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ Toni Morrison’s best-seller, Beloved, was on The New York Times Best Seller list for 
 weeks, and it was the first of a triology of novels focused on love and 

African-American history.  
Evaluate the above expression. When you add 2 to that result, and then 
divide by 3, you will have the tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ How old was Toni Morrison when she was awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom? 
The square root of the age when she received the award is the hundreds 
digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ The product of the digits in the Mystery Year is equivalent to 35. 
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How to Use  
Math History-Mystery Puzzles  
Warm-up Activities for Middle School 

 
Each puzzle begins with historical information about a particular person or event. The topics 
selected reflect the diverse nature of our society. Students use the clues that follow to determine 
the Mystery Year when the event occurred. In some cases, data needed to solve a clue is 
contained within the historical information. This reinforces what students experience in the real 
world: The data needed to solve a problem may not all appear in the same place. 
The math content of the warm-ups is based on a spiral review of skills. During the early months 
of the school year, they provide important math review skills drawn from Grades 5 and 6. As the 
year progresses, the skills advance to those of Grades 6 and 7 — with an abundance of real-world 
connections related to the contexts of the events. Towards the end of the school year, math skills 
from Grade 8 are included that can also be handled intuitively by students in earlier grades. It 
should be noted that many high-school teachers are using the puzzles with success to provide 
students with important skills review in context. 
Students focus on a number of different math skills and concepts in the same warm-up. The spiral 
review is intended to help students keep their skills sharp. Also, the clues are intended to provide 
day-to-day mathematical variety. So, while students may be studying in unit, on, say, percent, they 
may be solving clues that review fractions or measurement. 
Each clue produces a digit of the Mystery Year. As the clue is solved, students record the digit 
in the box to the right of the clue and into the place-value chart for the Mystery Year at the bottom 
of the first page of the puzzle. The final clue with each puzzle provides a “check” for 
determining the correct Mystery Year. 
Provided with each puzzle are extensive Teacher Notes with Sample Solution Strategies that 
include valuable teacher information that address the following: 

Ø The specific Common Core State Standards for Mathematical Content that are 
addressed in the clues. When a clue employs skills that are not directly addressed by a 
Standard for Mathematical Content, one or more Standards for Mathematical Practice 
are cited. 

Ø Step-by-step solutions designed so thoroughly that parents working with students at 
home are equipped to help their child. Alternative solution strategies are detailed to 
illustrate various paths to the solution. 

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

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

discovery / development of the content of the puzzle. 
Ø Historical Notes to 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. 

Even though we do not provide a separate puzzle for each day of a given week, we view the 
puzzles as being daily puzzles because of the extensive activities and extensions that are 
provided with the Teacher Notes that may be used during the other days of the week. 
To download a FREE, more extensive document describing How to Use the puzzles, go to 
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/FREE-How-to-Use-Math-History-Mystery-Puzzles-for-Middle-
School-manual-7037642 
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Teacher Notes and Sample Solution Strategies for October 7 
 
October 7: Toni Morrison Awarded Nobel Prize 

CCSS: 5.NF.1, 6.NS.1, 6.EE.1, 6.EE.2.b, 8.EE.2. 
Mystery Year: 1993 
¡ In this real-world context of “halving” a recipe, students may begin by adding the 

quantities in the recipe: 1 cup butter + 1 cup peanut butter + 3  cups sugar =  

5  total cups of ingredients needed for the full recipe. One way to determine the total 

number of cups of ingredients in one-half of the recipe is to divide 5  by 2: 

5  ÷ 2 

 ÷  Rename 5  as an improper fraction, and write 2 with denominator of 1. 

 ´  Restate division as multiplication by the reciprocal of the divisor. 

 Multiply the fractions. 

2  Rename the improper fraction as a mixed number. 

Another way to solve the clue is to find  of 5 :  ´  = , or 2 . 

When 2  cups is rounded to the nearest whole cup, the result is 3 cups. So, the ones 

digit of the Mystery Year is 3. 
Math Note: Students may elect to convert the fractions in the recipe to their 
equivalent decimals. If students do that, encourage them to explain their thinking to 
support the viability of multiple approaches. 
Recipe Note and Extension: In full disclosure, the clue omitted one ingredient of the 
recipe, namely 1 teaspoon vanilla extract. This was done to avoid this question: How 
do we deal with teaspoons in terms of cups? Teachers might consider including this 
ingredient after the clue calculation has been done. Mention that 1 U.S. cup =  
48 U.S. teaspoons. Ask: Would adding half of the 1 teaspoon change the number of 
whole cups of ingredients needed? (No.) Would it alter the outcome/taste? (Most 
definitely, yes!) 

¡ Steps in evaluating the expression: 
(6 – 13)2  
(6 – 1)2  Simplify: 13 = 1 • 1 • 1, or 1. 
(5)2 Subtract: 6 – 1 = 5. 
25 Simplify: 52 = 5 • 5, or 25. 

When you add 2 to 25, you obtain 27. When you divide 27 by 3, you obtain 9. So, the 
tens digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 

Math Notes: Watch for students who may evaluate 13 as 1 ´ 3 = 3. This would 
indicate a misunderstanding of the meaning of an exponent, as representing the 
number of times a base is used as a factor. 

1
2

1
2

1
2

1
2

11
2

2
1

1
2

11
2

1
2

11
4

3
4

1
2

1
2

1
2

11
2

11
4

3
4

3
4

PREVIE
W



©ActiveMath®, Inc., 2021     activemath.com     Math History-Mystery Puzzles: October 7 

To provide practice, have students write an expression for this situation:  
The sum of 25 and 2, divided by 3 

Most students should correctly write either (25 + 2) ÷ 3, or . Watch for students 

who write expressions that do not divide the sum by 3, such as 25 + 2 ÷ 3. 
Historical Notes: In 1987, Morrison published the first book in her trilogy, Beloved. 
The book was inspired by the true story of an enslaved African-American woman, 
Margaret Garner. In 1992, Jazz was published as the second novel in her trilogy. The 
story is told in language that imitates the rhythms of jazz music in the setting of the 
Harlem Renaissance in New York City. In 1997, Paradise was published as the third 
book in her trilogy. The book is about citizens of an all-black town. Morrison, in 
explaining that the three books were intended to be read together, said, “The 
conceptual connection is the search for the beloved — the part of the self that is you, 
and loves you, and is always there for you.” 

¡ Using data provided in the introduction text, Toni Morrison was awarded the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom on May 29, 2012. The information in the caption of the 
photo shows that she was born in 1931. Because she was born on October 7, you can 
simply subtract to find her age when she was awarded the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom: 2012 – 1931 = 81. So, she was 81 years of age when she received the award. 
Students familiar with the concept of square root should easily conclude that  = 9. 
So, the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 
For those students who are unfamiliar with square roots, you may provide the 
following prompts:  

What factor times itself gives a product of 81?  
We know when we multiply a number by itself, we get a square number. So, for 
example, when we multiply 6 by itself, we obtain the square number, 36. So, what 
do you suppose the square root of 36 is? What factor times itself gives a product 
of 36? (6) Therefore, the square root of 36 is 6.  
And, the square root of 81 is what number? (9)  

Thus, the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 
Math Note: A more formal study and application of square roots is addressed in 
Grade 8, CCSS 8.EE.2. Teachers may point out the inverse nature of squaring a 
number versus calculating a number’s square root, reinforcing the concept of the 
inverse operations: addition / subtraction, multiplication / division — and now, 
squaring / square root. 

¡ The digits in the Mystery Year already determined are __ 9 9 3. When those three 
digits are multiplied, the product is 243. When the expression, 35, or 3 • 3 • 3 • 3 • 3, 
is evaluated, the result is also 243. Therefore, the thousands digit must be 1. This 
confirms that the Mystery Year is 1993.  

Historical Notes and Related Resources: 
o Morrison's parents instilled in her a sense of heritage and language through telling 

traditional African-American folktales, ghost stories, and singing songs. 
o Oprah Winfrey selected a total of four of Morrison's novels over six years to spotlight 

on her Book Club segment of her talk show, giving Morrison's novels a bigger sales 
boost than they got from her Nobel Prize win in 1993. 

25 +  2
3

81
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o The novelist also appeared three times on Winfrey's show. Winfrey said, "For all 
those who asked the question 'Toni Morrison again?'... I say with certainty there 
would have been no Oprah's Book Club if this woman had not chosen to share her 
love of words with the world." 

o Morrison wrote books for children with her younger son, Slade Morrison, who was a 
painter and a musician. Slade died of pancreatic cancer on December 22, 2010, at age 
45. 

o For overviews of five children’s books that Toni Morrison co-wrote along with her 
son, Slade, check out: https://bookriot.com/toni-morrison-picture-books/ 

o For a 3-minute read-aloud of Toni and Slade Morrison’s children’s book, Peeny 
Butter Fudge, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4nCmonhNlUY 

o For a 2.5 minute video on The Life and Legacy of Toni Morrison, view: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k21fgMXNjKE 

“In order to be as free as I possibly can, in my own imagination, I can't take positions 
that are closed. Everything I've ever done, in the writing world, has been to expand 
articulation, rather than to close it, to open doors, sometimes, not even closing the 
book — leaving the endings open for reinterpretation, revisitation, a little ambiguity.” 

“You are your best thing” (quote from Morrison’s book, Beloved)   

“If there's a book you really want to read, but it hasn't been written yet, then you must 
write it.” 

—Toni Morrison (1931–2019) 
 

 
 

 
 

PREVIE
W




