
TEACHERS ONLY: 

Introductory story…tell this with deep emotions and expression! (Don’t read it, even if you miss a few 

details!)  I used to dim the lights a bit for effect! 

Once upon a time there was a Chinaman who lived on family land.  His life was simple.  In fact, 

most of his possessions were the results of his own labor. He built his one-room hut from trees 

and mud on his land.  He wove rugs to cover the bare ground from wool and fibers he collected.  

He built a low table which sat in the center of the room.  He drank tea and ate rice while sitting on the rugs at 

his table.  He had one other piece of furniture…a chest of drawers he crafted himself.   

If he had a guest, the Chinaman would first take the guest on a tour of his land.  Then, if he was enjoying the 

companionship, he would invite his guest for a cup of tea.  As long as he was enjoying the conversation, he 

would continue to refill the tea cup with fresh hot tea. 

One day a cousin came to visit.  The Chinaman had not seen this cousin since his boyhood.  First the two men 

roamed the land and remembered times that they had played on the hills as boys.  When the sun was setting, 

the Chinaman invited his cousin in for tea and conversation.  The more they talked, the more the tea was 

replenished.  It was getting late, so the cousin made plans to leave. 

“Wait.  Before you go, I want to show you something dear to me,” said the Chinaman. He walked over to the 

chest of drawers and carefully opened the rickety top drawer.  Inside were layers and layers of wool and other 

soft fabrics.  The Chinaman dug his under the soft cloth and gingerly lifted something wrapped in cloth.  This 

was the one thing he did not make himself.   

The Chinaman opened the cloth to reveal a beautiful ceramic tile, perfectly square.  He could not wait to show 

his cousin.  As he turned around, his foot was caught on the rug and he tripped.  As he fell, the tile slipped out 

of his hands and onto the low table.   

CRASH. 

His heart was in his feet.  The tile broke into 7 pieces. 

His cousin consoled him, “Don’t worry.  We will put it back together.  It will be as good as new.” 

The legend is that they worked on the tile for the rest of their lives, but were never able to put the seven pieces 

back together into a square.  

  

After telling the tragedy, ask the students if they think they could have put the tile back together.  Of course they all feel 

that they can!  Then you give them each a set of tangram pieces (and privacy screens…) and see if they can achieve the 

Chinaman’s challenge!   

A few parameters I set for students when conducting this challenge: 

 You will use all seven pieces to make the square. 

 When you complete the square, cover it with your screen so that no one borrows your secret! 

 Once your solution is checked, mix it up quickly! 

As soon as they completed the square, the students were challenged to make other geometric shapes.  

 Triangle 

 Pentagon 

 Rectangle  

 Parallelogram 



This is one other idea based upon experience.  There are those days and those classes where no one can figure out the 

square.  These are a few of the scaffolds that I used.  These are never shared unless adequate thinking/processing time 

elapses and students are becoming frustrated. 

 I cut a square the size of the completed puzzle.  A student could trace the outline on his/her desk as a pattern.   

 I draw HINT 1 on the board.  HINT 1 shows the placement of the 2 large triangles. 

 

 

 Usually HINT 1 is enough.  In rare cases, HINT 2 is needed.  HINT 2 shows the placement of the medium triangle. 


