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  Canned Food Drive 
Math Task Grades 3-5	   

	  
Warning! This is not your typical lesson plan! The goal of this math task is to allow for students to be the ones doing 
the majority of the thinking and problem solving. They are not given the step-by-step instructions ahead of time like many of them 
are used to. Choosing to fight the battle of creating thinkers is not an easy one, but it is purposeful one.  Also, this task, centered on 
problem solving, is designed to milk as many objectives from one scenario versus completely 20 problems on one content skill.  
 

Notice and Wonder 
The holidays are coming up and it is typically a time when food banks are in critical need for replenishing. 
However, this can be done anytime throughout the year, as there is always a need. Bringing in a flyer or 
advertisement for donations would be a good way to spark the discussion. 

“What do you notice about this Food Drive poster?” 
Anticipated Responses:  

 They are asking for help for people who need food.  
It starts Monday. It is over on December 15th.  
There is a competition to see which class brings in the most items. 
 

“What do you think wonder about this Food Drive poster?” 
Anticipated Responses:  
     Why do we have food drives?  
     What kinds of food can we bring?  

    How long do we have to bring the food in? How will it get to the families that need it? 
    How many families need food? How will we know when we have enough?  
    How will we know which class brings in the most? Do all the items count as one? 

  
 

Even though competitions are a fun way to raise the number of participants, never loose sight of the real 
reason you are doing the food drive. 

 
  

Turning the Questions into Math 	   
   

 How long do we have to bring in the food? 

Want more places to practice elapsed time? Of course you do! Have them figure out how many days, and/or 
weeks, they have to participate in the program. This will also tell them how long the competition is, so they can 
plan accordingly. There is always someone with the strategy to wait until the next to last day to count how 
many they will need to win and come in the next day with just enough to win. A strategy is a strategy; if that is 
how we collect more food for the hungry, count me in! 
 

 How many families need food? How will we know when we have enough?  
This is the tough one. You could ask the food bank how many families they typically feed over the holidays 
ahead of time to be prepared. Depending on the grade level of your students, you could also base it on 
statistics. Is there a way to find a typical percentage of a community like yours that need assistance from food 
banks and could you use that percentage and the population to come up with a target number? Whichever 
way you choose to help them find an answer to this question, make sure to stress that the school fundraiser is 
only part of the big picture. Other schools and organizations are also helping.  
 



 How will we know which class brings in the most? Do all the items count as one? Who wins? 
So this is where the major math will happen, and as much as we think the heart is what drives this, we all love 
the competition side of it. This is a fun way to get the numbers up.  
First, let the students brainstorm the best ways to record and keep track of how many cans are being brought 
in. They may surprise you with a new way you hadn’t thought of yet. Another question that always comes up is 
the value of each item brought in. This can get tedious, but is full of great number comparisons. Should you 
make it easy, one item equals one point, or do you go by volume or weight of the food. There are lots of great 
angles to explore, even if you still decide to make it easy on everyone and do one item as one point.  
Hopefully the students will bring up the idea of graphing the quantity for each class. You could even go so far 
as to have a double bar graph of canned vs. dry goods item, or a separate competition of boys vs. girls to keep 
track of on the graph. Students are great at figuring out all sorts of ways to compare. 
They always want to know what they get if they win. Consider allowing the class that donates the most food to 
take a bus to deliver the food to the food pantry. The volunteers will be grateful for the help in unloading and 
stocking the shelves and the students get to see where all their efforts have lead.  

 
Milking the Problem 

Giving is Contagious  
Maybe, once it is over, you have a debriefing of what happened, what do they know now that would 
have helped in the beginning, what they would do differently next time? This would be a great time to 
remember that food pantries need help year round. What about having them use what they learned to 
have them plan an end of year food drive? They could plan details and record ideas about what things 
they would do differently and then pull those out after testing is over and keep them invested in math 
and helping others.  

 
Art Competition 

Do you have some creative students? Sculptures made out of 
canned food donated are always a hit and will help get the 
attention of others. Granted that you have to work with what you 
get, but some students will take it to the extreme. Have students 
describe the patterns they are using and have them find out how 
many more of a certain color or shape item they need to complete 
the look they are going trying to create.  

 
Task’s Strengths 

1. Every year this news worthy cause comes to us and we collect, count, compare, and donate hundreds of 
cans and boxes full of food, but who does the work? Many times the students bring in the items and we 
add the hard part to our already multipage to-do list. This is a great way to connect the math they are 
learning in class to the real world. Show them how and when to use the tools they are learning about.  

2. Not only do students get to see the connection to math, they make connections with others and their 
needs in the community where they live. Many times some of our students are recipients of the food drives 
and this gives a chance to see their peers caring in ways that may not come out in everyday interactions in 
class.  

3. Students feel good about what they are doing, even if they have to do math to get there. Helping others 
gives us a purpose and helps bring out the true spirit of the holidays.  

 
 


