
 
 

“Bags and Blocks” Task 
3 – 7 class periods 

Introduction: 
This task is very different from many of the other tasks in that, the information below is intended to 
support teachers in creating their own task using the Bags, Blocks and Balance beam framework. 
The idea is for students to learn the concepts behind the procedures of solving an equation with 
one or more variables and building onto this concept over time. There are many adaptations that 
are only limited to the invention of the teacher. We encourage you to please create your own 
adaptation and email us the results admin@mathematicaltasks.org so we can share the many 
ways students engage in this task. 
 

Outcomes: 

• Students solve one and multiple-step equations using the bags and blocks model. 

• Students can articulate the combination or elimination of bags on the same and opposite 
side of the balance beam and explain reasoning. Similarly, students explain why some bags 
are not able to be combined and justify this reasoning. 

• Students translate the bags and blocks model to equations. 

• Students understand the concept of a “negative block” or “negative bag” and can apply that 
concept to the Bags and Blocks Task. 

 
Task Components & Outline: 

There are many approaches to this task depending on the needs of students in classrooms. 
Consider what works best for your students and be sure to have students clearly articulating their 
reasoning…it is not sufficient to allow students to say, “I just know” it is very important for them to 
justify their reasoning and encourage other students to rephrase to ensure communal 
understanding. 
 

Launch 
Students should be told the following information right from the start: 

1. Students need to know that balance beams must always maintain their balance and have a 
general understanding of how balance beams work. If they do not show them with a yard 
stick with buckets on the end. 

2. The number of blocks in each bag may change only from problem to problem (but the bags 
in any one problem have the same number of blocks). 
 

Within a given problem, students should be frequently reminded that: 

• Each scale shown are already balanced. 

• On each balance beam, each bag contains the same number of blocks. 
 
When introducing negative integers, students need to also be told the following information: 

1. Blocks of different colors have “equally opposite” weight meaning if they are on the same 
side, one pulls up and the other pushes down and they cancel each other out. 

2. Bags of different colors are also “equally opposite” within a given problem. 
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Questions (advancing & researching) 
Consider reading http://www.mathematicaltasks.org/questions/ to understand how different types of 
questions work in different situations. 
 

Handouts or Task Card 
We have chosen to make a PowerPoint to download so you can make your own tasks. We 
encourage teachers to come up with their own tasks and questions using this tool for their 
classroom based on the needs of your students. A PDF and the PowerPoint are intended to be a 
sample progression for students. 
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