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Figure out how many pennies are in a jar.

What you need
Pennies (at least 500)
Different sized clear containers 
Pencil and paper
Penny Fact Questions (optional)

What to do
1. Make a guess as to how many pennies you can grab with one hand out 

of a large pile of pennies. 
2. Now grab one handful of pennies. 
3. Count out how many pennies you grabbed.
4. Choose a container and estimate how many handfuls it will take to fill it.
5. Now fill the container and count how many handfuls it took. Using what you

know about the number of pennies in a handful and how many handfuls it
took to fill the container, calculate how many pennies are in the container. 

6. Count them out. 
7. Compare your estimate to the actual number of pennies.
8. Repeat steps 1-6 with a different-sized container. 
9. Try to answer some of the Penny Fact Questions.

What to ask
• How close was your estimate?
• What is the largest number of pennies you can grab out of the jar?
• How many do you think a grownup can grab?
• Will a hand that is twice the size of yours be able to pick up twice as many pennies?
• What is a fast way to count your pennies?

Did you know?
The idea of this activity is to develop a sense of unit to make plausible estimates.
In other words, if you know how many fit into your hand then you have a unit 
to make a good guess on how many fit into a larger container. This is called 
“unitizing” and it is how scientists figure out how many small things (bugs, germs)
are in a large area, or how many people are in a large crowd. It is impossible to
count these items individually, so they use a known amount within a smaller area 
to estimate how many are in the larger area.



What’s next?
• Trace your hand (fingers together) on a piece of paper. Cover the tracing of your hand

with pennies. Use your hand to figure out how many pennies it would take to cover a
tabletop. 

• About how many hands would you need to hold 1000 pennies? How much money
would that be?

• Try the same activity with different coins, like nickels. How does this change your
estimate?

To learn more
Alexander Who Used to be Rich Last Sunday
by Judith Viorst
A boy gets a dollar and thinks he is rich until it is very quickly spent.

Counting on Frank
by R. Clement
A boy uses his estimating skill to count everything from peas to dogs. Finally he wins a
trip for his father and himself. His father says, “You have a brain, so use it!”

How it helps with school
Texas PreKindergarten Curriculum Guidelines
Number and Operations, Patterns, Geometry and Spatial Sense

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) Standards
Number, Operation and Quantitative Reasoning: K.1A-C, K.4; 1.1A-C, 1.3A; 2.1
Patterns, Relationships, and Algebraic Thinking: K.5, K.6A-B; 1.4A; 2.6C
Measurement: K.10A-B; 1.7A-B; 2.9A-B
Underlying Processes and Mathematical Tools: K.13B-D, K.15; 1.11B-D, 1.13; 
2.12B-D, 2.14

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Standards
Number and Operations, Algebra, Measurement, Problem Solving, Reasoning and Proof,
Communication

Activity inspired by: “What is a good guess anyway?” from Teaching Children
Mathematics, April 2001 and “Making Cents”, Nancy Larsen, Teaching Children
Mathematics, May 1996.
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Fact One: 
A group from New York City named Common Cents collected $750,000 in pennies.  
In 1995 alone, they collected 2055 sacks of pennies.  Each sack had 30 pounds 
of pennies. How many pounds of pennies did all of those sacks together weigh?

Fact Two: 
In 1995, Common Cents collected $102,738.67!  How many pennies is that?

Fact Three: 
In 2005, The Children's Museum of Houston is 25 years old!  If we had saved a 
penny for every day that we’ve been around, we’d have almost $100!  What if you 
had saved one penny for every day that you’ve been alive?  How many pennies 
would you have saved by now? 

Fact Four: 
Several years ago, in response to Hurricane Andrew in Florida, school children 
collected pennies to help out the victims.  About 200,000 children helped to 
collect $100,000 in pennies in only two weeks.  How many pennies did each  
child collect? 
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