Planning Guide: Capacity

Sample Activity 1: Measuring Capacity Using Nonstandard Units
Provide the students with a variety of different sized containers along with water, sand or rice to fill the containers. Have the students find the capacity of one of the larger containers by finding out how many times a smaller container must be filled in order to hold the same amount as the larger container. Encourage the students to write the measure of capacity by using a number and a unit; e.g., the margarine container holds the same amount as three cream cheese containers.

Explain that a nonstandard unit for measuring capacity that is related to the body is the "handful." Ask the students to estimate and then measure how many handfuls of peas, beans or corn it takes to fill a margarine container. Have the students compare their results using handfuls as a unit of measurement. Guide the discussion to generalize that the smaller the handful, the more handfuls are needed to fill a given container.
This paragraph adapted from W. George Cathcart, 
Yvonne M. Pothier and James H. Vance, Learning Mathematics in Elementary and Middle Schools (2nd ed.) (Scarborough, ON: Prentice Hall Allyn and Bacon Canada, 1997), p. 218. Used with permission of Pearson Canada.














































Look For (


Do students:


estimate the capacity of a container using a nonstandard unit?


repeatedly use a nonstandard unit of measurement to measure the capacity of a container?


record the nonstandard measure of capacity using a number and a unit?


show with examples that more nonstandard units are needed to measure a given container when the nonstandard units are smaller?


use nonstandard units to make a calibrated beaker?
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