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November 23rd: Presidential Turkey Pardon Made Official

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

Mystery Year
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November 23: Presidential Turkey Pardon Made Official 
During this week of the Mystery Year, President 
George H.W. Bush made the long-standing 
tradition of the turkey pardon official. This act, 
of sparing a turkey from impending doom, has its 
roots that go back as far as Presidents Lincoln and 
Truman — but it wasn’t until President Bush made 
a formal “pardon” proclamation that this became a 
White House tradition observed every Thanksgiving.  

As a result, turkeys around the nation celebrate 
this day with ecstatic gobbling, relieved that the 
nation’s leaders have saved another turkey from the 
Thanksgiving table. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

President  
George H.W. Bush 

(left), pardoning a  
Thanksgiving turkey 

Use these clues to find the Mystery Year:  

¡ Is it called “dressing,” or is it called “stuffing”?? 
Regardless, this is a traditional Thanksgiving side dish. How much stuffing will fill a 
rectangular baking dish that measures 9 inches by 13 inches by 2.5 inches? 
The tens digit of the volume is the ones digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ In planning what size turkey to buy, the advice is to allow for 1  pounds of 
turkey per person.  
Based on this, how many people will a 10-pound turkey feed? 
The number of people is the tens digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ Apple pie or pumpkin pie??  
A typical pie measures approximately 28.25 inches around its rim.  
What is its diameter rounded to the nearest whole number?  
(C = p × d, where d is the diameter. Use 3.14 for pi.) 
The diameter is the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year. 

¡ Another time-honored Thanksgiving tradition is the annual Macy's 
Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City.  
The parade is the world's largest parade. The first Macy’s parade was in 1924, 
preceding the turkey pardon tradition made official by President Bush by  
(26 + 1) years. 
What is the Mystery Year? 
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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 November 23 
 
November 23: Presidential Turkey Pardon Made Official 

CCSS: 6.G.2, 6.NS.1, 6.RP.2, 7.RP.2, 7.G.4, 5.NBT.7, 6.EE.1. 
Mystery Year: 1989 
¡ In thinking about this clue, students need to consider the geometry concept involved: 

Are we looking for surface area or volume? The wording, “how much stuffing will 
fill…” is an indication that this involves the volume of the baking dish. The volume of 
a right rectangular prism (the mathematical description of this baking dish) is 
determined by the formula, V =  • w • h. Replacing the variables with their 
respective values, V = 9 • 13 • 2.5, and then multiplying, gives a volume of 292.5 in3. 
Because the tens digit of this volume is 9, the ones digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 

Teaching Suggestion and Math Note: In an effort to be culturally responsive and 
sensitive, if students indicate they do not know what dressing or stuffing is, you may 
extend the conversation by asking students to share their favorite cultural foods that 
are prepared for this holiday. 
Conduct a survey in your class to determine if their family generally calls it 
“dressing” or if they generally call it “stuffing.” (One of the authors of these puzzles 
will argue that it is definitely “dressing” — and not “stuffing”!) 

¡ If a “too-large” turkey is purchased, then you risk excessive leftovers and waste. If a 
“too-small” turkey is purchased, well…let’s not go there. In considering the advice to 
allow 1  pounds per person, students will likely use either of these two methods to 
calculate how many people a 10-pound turkey will serve: 

o Divide the number of pounds by the unit rate: 
10 ÷ 1  = 10 ÷  = 10 ×  = , or 8 

o Solve using a proportion, where x is the number of people served by a  
10-pound turkey: 

  

1 x = 10 Cross multiply. 

x = 10 ÷ 1  Divide each side by 1  to isolate the variable. 

x = 10 ÷  Convert 1  to an improper fraction. 

x = 10 ×  Multiply by the reciprocal of the divisor. 

x =  Multiply. 

x = 8 Divide. 
By using either strategy, the number of people that a 10-pound turkey will serve is 8. 
So, the tens digit of the Mystery Year is 8. 
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Extension: Suppose a grocery store offers the following deal on turkeys: 

o $1.69 per pound for turkeys under 9 pounds 
o $1.39 per pound for turkeys from 9 pounds through 14 pounds 
o $1.09 per pound for turkeys heavier than 14 pounds. 

What is the most pounds of turkey can you purchase for $15? 
Solution: About 10.79 pounds of turkey. For a turkey that weighs from 9 pounds 

through 14 pounds, you can purchase $15 ÷ $1.39/lb, or about 10.79 pounds.  
(For a turkey under 9 pounds, you can only purchase only $15 ÷ $1.69/lb, or 
about 8.88 pounds. Turkeys heavier than 14 pounds would cost more than $15.) 

¡ Knowing that the distance around the rim of the pie is the circumference of the pie, 
students may find the diameter by substituting the given information into the 
circumference formula as follows: 

C = p ´ d 
28.25 = 3.14 ´ d     Replace C and d with their values. 

 = d   Divide each side by 3.14. 

8.9968 » d   Divide. 
When 8.9968 is rounded to the nearest whole number, the diameter of the pie is  
9 inches. So, the hundreds digit of the Mystery Year is 9. 

Math Note: Mention that the terms diameter and radius refer to either the segment 
itself or to its length. However, circumference is always a length (and not the actual 
curved segment). 

¡ The first Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade was in 1924, (26 + 1) years prior to the 
official turkey pardon by President George H.W. Bush. Evaluating (26 + 1) yields  
(2 • 2 • 2 • 2 • 2 • 2 + 1), which is equal to (64 + 1), or 65. Going forward 65 years 
from 1924 brings us to 1989. The digits already determined in the Mystery Year are 
__ 9 8 9. This confirms that the Mystery Year is 1989.  

Historical Notes: The American tradition of The National Thanksgiving Turkey 
Presentation was established in 1947 when President Truman was presented a turkey by 
the poultry industry. The turkey presentation and its subsequent turkey pardon were 
sporadic traditions until, as mentioned in the introduction, the turkey pardon was made 
official by President George H.W. Bush. Some credit animal rights activists who had 
been picketing nearby for President Bush’s granting the turkey a reprieve. 
The movie, A Turkey for the President, was released on November 23, 1958 on 
television’s General Electric Theater and starred the future U.S. President and First Lady, 
Ronald and Nancy Reagan. They portray a native-American couple, the Caldwells, who 
own a turkey farm and whose son is awarded the prize for his winning a turkey-growing 
contest. After realizing the prize meant his pet turkey would be presented to the U. S. 
President for Thanksgiving dinner, he declined the prize. 
Þ For a video clip (2:32) of the 2013 animated movie, Free Birds, check out: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gxslnpqFwOs  

Here are a few other long-standing Thanksgiving traditions: 
o Football 

• The first college Thanksgiving Day football game took place in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on 
Thanksgiving Day of 1869. 

28.25
3.14
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• The first professional football games were played November 25, 1920. Due to World War II, 
no games were played on the holiday from 1941–1944. 

• In the NFL, the Detroit Lions and Dallas Cowboys have been football staples to play on 
Thanksgiving. Detroit played the Chicago Bears on Thanksgiving Day 1934, and the Lions 
have played on the holiday nearly every year since.  

• Detroit holds the record for having played on Thanksgiving the 
most among NFL teams.  

o Additional Thanksgiving Day Football Trivia: 
Ø “NFL on Thanksgiving Day” (Scroll down to 

“Memorable Games”) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NFL_on_Thanksgiving_Day  

Ø “The Greatest Thanksgiving Performances in NFL 
History”: https://bit.ly/3DzTzvC  

o NYC Annual Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade 
The annual Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York 
City, started in 1924, is the world's largest parade.  
Þ “47 Fun Facts About the Macy's Thanksgiving 

Day Parade”: https://bit.ly/3t0Y9hH  
o Black Friday, Cyber Monday, and Giving Tuesday 

“You may have heard of Black Friday and Cyber Monday. There's another 
day you might want to know about: Giving Tuesday. The idea is pretty 
straightforward. On the Tuesday after Thanksgiving, shoppers take a break 
from their gift-buying and donate what they can to charity.” 

 —Bill Gates (1955–), American business magnate and philanthropist 

Extensions/Suggestions: You may want to discuss the Thanksgiving traditions described 
above and have students create their own real-world math problems that involve a grade-
level skill. Students should research and use actual, relevant data to craft their problems, 
solve their problems, and be ready to exchange and share with a partner and class. Some 
suggestions are provided in the table below. 

Grade Topic – Skills – Examples 
5 Thanksgiving Football or Food  

Math skills: Operations with fractions, decimals, comparing stats, volume of 
rectangular prisms with whole dimensions  
Examples: If the final score for the Cowboys football game was 18, and  of those 

points were scored from field goals, how many points were not scored from field 
goals? If 1 can of string beans serves 2 people, how many cans are needed for  
10 people? What is the volume of an 8-in. by 8-in. by 1-in. pan of corn bread? 

6 Thanksgiving Football or Food  
Math skills: Unit rates, unit conversions, proportions, benchmark percent of a 
whole number, 1-step equations, volume of rectangular prisms with fractional 
dimensions, median of a set of data  
Examples: If 75% of a 12 pound turkey was eaten, how many pounds are left? If 
the Bears average 3 pass completions out of every 7 passes, how many 
completions are expected if there are 28 passes? How many points were earned by 
the Lions in the first half of the game, if they earned 21 points in the second half, 
ending with a total of 35 points? (Solve: x + 21 = 35.) 

1
3

Postcard from the year 
1900, with illustration of a 
football player and a turkey 
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7 Black Friday or Macy’s Parade 
Math skills: Constant of proportionality (as observed from a table of constant 
increase prices), percent savings, final cost including tax  
Examples: An iPad originally cost $295. However, during a Black Friday sale, you 
can buy it at 40% off. When a 7% tax is added, what is the total cost? With regard 
to the concept of scale, write a problem that compares dimensions of a model 
Garfield float to the actual dimensions of a Garfield float. 

8 Macy’s Parade:  
Math skills: Function, linear, slope, independent/dependent variables, multiple 
representations: table, graph, symbolic, application of the Pythagorean Theorem, 
volume of a sphere (as in the Macy’s Parade snow globe collectible pictured on the 
previous page) 

Examples: The floats are required to maintain a mile distance apart, and the 

floats move at an average rate of speed of 1.5 mi/h. When will the Garfield float 
(positioned as being #2 in the lineup) reach the finish line, if the parade with  
Float #1 starts at 9:00 A.M. and the route is 4.5 mi long? (Float #1, begins the route 
at 9:00 A.M., traveling at 1.5 mi/h, will take 3 hours to cover route that is 4.5 mi, so 
it finishes at 12:00 P.M. Float #2 [Garfield] is  mi behind, traveling at 1.5 mi/h, 

so it will arrive 4 min behind Float #1, or at 12:04 P.M.) What is the volume of 
float in the parade? Suppose the ramp that leads up to a float is 10 feet long and 
begins 8 feet from the float at the base. How tall above the ground is the float?  

 
For those of you with inquiring minds about Guinness World Records 
associated with Thanksgiving, check out: 
https://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/news/2016/11/10-turkey-topping-
thanksgiving-records-that-will-make-you-ready-for-the-holidays-452319  
(Disclaimer: You probably will not want to share #10 on the list with your students. J) 

“Gratitude can transform common days into thanksgivings, turn routine jobs into joy, 
and change ordinary opportunities into blessings.”   

—William Arthur Ward (1921–1994), writer of inspirational maxims 

“Be thankful for what you have; you'll end up having more. If you concentrate on what 
you don't have, you will never, ever have enough.”   

—Oprah Winfrey (1954–), talk-show host, producer, and philanthropist 

“Thanksgiving dinners take eighteen hours 
to prepare. They are consumed in twelve 
minutes. Half-times take twelve minutes. 
This is not coincidence.” 

—Erma Bombeck (1927–1996),  
syndicated newspaper columnist of humor 
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Catalog of Math History-Mystery Puzzles &  
Correlation to the Common Core State Standards

Date
November 

Puzzles
Cover Key Math Topics

Common Core State 
Standards

Nov. 2
Cubs Win First 
World Series in 

108 Years!

factors, division of whole 
numbers, measurement 
conversions, reasoning 

skills

4.OA.4, MP6 (Attend to
Precision), 5.NBT.6, 5.MD.1, 
5.NBT.5, MP7 (Look for and

Make Use of Structure).

Nov. 3
Federal Law 
Designates 

Election Day

meaning of "majority," 
unit rate, percent, 

reasoning skills

6.SP.5.c, 5.NBT.6, 7.RP.1,
6.RP.3.c, 7.RP.3, MP2 (Reason
Abstractly and Quantitatively).

Nov. 5
Origins of the 

U.S. Seeing Eye® 
Dog Program

ordered pairs to 
determine distances on 

the coordinate plane 
based on a distance - 
time graph, unit rate 

(slope), and proportions 
based on similar triangles

MP6 (Attend to Precision), 
6.EE.9, 7.RP.2b, 5.G.2, 6.EE.1.

Nov. 6

Birthday of James 
Naismith, 
Inventor of 
Basketball

interpreting a graph, 
radius, diameter, solving 

equations, evaluating 
expressions

5.G.1, MP4 (Model with
Mathematics), MP6 (Attend to 
Precision), 5.NBT.7, 6.EE.2.c.

Nov. 9
Birthday of 
Benjamin 
Banneker

problem-solving 
strategies of guess, test, 
and revise;  make a table

MP1 (Make Sense of Problems 
and Persevere in Solving 

Them).

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293426
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293430
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293436
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293452
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293456
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Nov. 10 Debut of Sesame 
Street

division with mixed 
numbers, proportions, 

area of a right triangle, 
evaluating expressions 

with exponents

6.RP.3, 6.NS.1, 6.G.1, 7.EE.4a, 
MP7 (Look for and Make Sense 
of Structure), 6.EE.1, 6.EE.2.c.

Nov. 11
Armistice Signed 

to End World War 
I

finding a missing term in 
a pattern, exponents, 

divisibility by 11, division 
of fractions

MP7 (Look for and Make Use of 
Structure), 6.EE.1, MP8 (Look 
for and Express Regularity in 

Repeated Reasoning), 
7.NS.1.b, 6.NS.1.

Nov. 12
Birthday of 

Sculptor Auguste 
Rodin

visual thinking skills 
(mentally manipulate 

visual images), 
transformation geometry

MP4 (Model with 
Mathematics), MP6 (Attend to 
Precision), MP7 (Look for and 
Make Use of Structure), 8.G.1.

Nov. 16 Reserve Banks 
Open for Business

rate as a percent, mean, 
median, and simple 

interest, financial literacy

7.RP.3, 6.SP.5.c, MP6 (Attend 
to Precision).

Nov. 17

Britney Spears 
Gets Hollywood 
Walk of Fame 

Star

integer addition on a 
number line, solve an 

equation, problem-solving 
strategy make a table, 

reasoning skills

6.NS.6.c, 7.NS.1, MP4 (Model 
with Mathematics), MP6 

(Attend to Precision), 6.EE.5, 
MP2 (Reason Abstractly and 

Quantitatively).

Nov. 18 "Birthday" of 
Mickey Mouse

percent, Venn diagrams, 
median

7.RP.3, MP7 (Look for and 
Make Use of Structure), MP5 

(Use Appropriate Tools 
Strategically), 4.OA.4, 

6.SP.5.c.

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293473
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293481
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293505
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293515
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293520
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293527
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Nov. 19
Lincoln Delivers 
His Gettysburg 

Address

mean, measurement 
conversions, unit rate, 
proportions, reasoning 

skills 

6.SP.5.c, 6.RP.1, 6.RP.2, 
7.RP.2, 4.OA.3, MP2 (Reason 

Abstractly and Quantitatively).

Nov. 22
Assassination of 
President John F. 

Kennedy

evaluating a rational 
expression involving an 

exponent, measurement 
conversions, scientific 

notation, estimating with 
benchmark fractions

6.EE.1, 6.EE.2.c, 5.MD.1, 
8.EE.4, 5.NF.2, 4.OA.4.

Nov. 23
Presidential 

Turkey Pardon 
Made Official

volume of a right 
rectangular prism, 
division by a mixed 

number, circumference of 
a circle, evaluating an 

expression with an 
exponent 

6.G.2, 6.NS.1, 6.RP.2, 7.RP.2, 
7.G.4, 5.NBT.7, 6.EE.1.

Nov. 24
Darwin Publishes 
On the Origin of 

Species

finding the whole when 
given the percent and the 
part, converting a fraction 

to a decimal, finding 
probability 

7.RP.3, MP6 (Attend to 
Precision), 7.SP.5, 7.NS.2.d, 

5.NF.6. Extension Simulation: 
7.SP.7.b and 7.SP.8.c.

Nov. 29
Birthday of 
Chadwick 
Boseman

solving an inequality 
either algebraically or 
using guess, test and 

revise,  unit rate, 
complementary angles

6.EE.5, 7.EE.4, 7.RP.2b, 
6.RP.3, 7.G.5.

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293534
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293536
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293542
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293545
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/product/7293554



