Planning Guide: Measurement

Sample Activity 4: Conservation of Mass

Some students may still be at a pre-conservation of mass stage. You can check by showing them two equal balls of Plasticine, one in each pan of the scales. Once they have noted that the masses are equal, as the pans are balanced, take out one ball of Plasticine. 

· In plain view of the student, flatten the ball into a pancake. 

· Before setting it back on the scale, ask the student whether it will be heavier, lighter or the same mass/weight as the other ball of Plasticine still on the scale. 

· Students who expect it to be heavier because the mass has been redistributed have not yet attained conservation of mass. 

· Then place the pancake of Plasticine in the pan and let the student observe that it does in fact still weigh the same. 

· Allow the student opportunities to explore how mass does not vary with the arrangement of the object, then retest him or her. 

· Place two identical decks of cards in elastic bands on the scale. 
· Take one deck off the scale after the student has observed that they have equal mass. 
· Remove the elastic band and spread the cards out. 
· Before placing them back on the scale, ask the student which group of cards will weigh more or will they both weigh the same. 
· Then place the spread out deck in the pan and let the student see that they both still weigh the same.

Adapted from IT'S THE THOUGHT THAT COUNTS (pp. 108, 114) by L. LOWERY, W. SMITHEY, C. BARNETT, N. DYAR, C. LANGBORT, C. LYNCH, E. NEUFELD ( 1986 by Dale Seymour Publications. Published by Pearson Education, Inc. or its affiliate(s). Used by permission. All rights reserved.
If you are looking for more activities to give to a student who needs them to understand conservation, see the Lawrence Lowery book listed in the bibliography. Research has shown that conservation of number must precede conservation of length, which will precede conservation of mass. The ages at which these are achieved vary somewhat. It is more likely that some Grade 2 students will not attain conservation of mass than conservation of length. Given sufficient opportunities to work with the scales and various materials, however, students will face evidence that challenges their current beliefs if they are still pre-stage or transition stage for conservation of mass.
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