Planning Guide: Volume

Sample Activity 1: Constructing Rectangular Prisms for a Given Volume Focusing on Layers

This activity 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. 215. Used with permission of Pearson Canada.

Provide the students with nonstandard units such as Multilink cubes or standard units such as centicubes.

Have the students use the cubes to build the rectangular prism that is pictured here: 5 units long, 2 units wide and 2 units high. Encourage the students to build one layer that is 5 units long and 2 units wide. Then superimpose another identical layer to make 2 layers showing that the height is 2 units. Building layers, in constructing rectangular prisms provides a strong basis for understanding the formula for finding the volume of rectangular prisms in Grade 6.


Instruct the students to find the volume of the prism. If necessary, encourage the students to find the volume by counting the number of cubes used to build the prism: first the number of cubes in one layer and then the total number of cubes in all the layers in the structure.  

Have the students rearrange the cubes to make another prism with the same volume but different dimensions and encourage them to share their work with others.  

Have the students build other rectangular prisms with different dimensions and record the volume of each one.














































Look For …


Do students:


build one layer and then decide how many other layers are needed to construct various rectangular prisms with the same volume?


draw diagrams and record the data in the chart to explain the various rectangular prisms that can be constructed with a given volume?


demonstrate conservation of volume as they create different rectangular prisms for a given volume?
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