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- Mystery Number - 
MatheMagic 

Targeted Academic Level 
 Grades 3 to 6 
 
Mathematical Field 
Concerned 

 
 
Suggested Teaching 
Method 

 
 
Time Required 
Approximately 35 minutes 

 

Educational Goals 

 Decomposing whole numbers in different ways 

 Adding a series of number in various ways  

 

Key Features of the Targeted Competencies 

 To decode the elements of the situational problem 

 To model the situation problem 

 To apply different strategies to work out a solution 

 To define the elements of the mathematical situation 

 To mobilize mathematical concepts and processes appropriate to the 
given situation 

 

Concepts Used 

 Grouping and decomposing of whole numbers in various ways  

(i.e. 99 = 100 - 1) 

 Arithmetic (addition and subtraction) 

 Place value 

 

Materials  

 Magic trick video 

 White board 

 Board marker 

 Pen and paper  

 Calculator (optional) 

 



 

 

Step 1: Introduction (5 minutes) 
 
If you are comfortable performing the trick yourself, begin with Step 2. 
Play the magic trick video. (www.amazingmaths.ulaval.ca)  
 
Step 2: Find solutions – (15 minutes) 
 
Once the students have observed the trick several times, place them in pairs and allow them time to try 
recreating the trick on their own. Do not offer any explanations yet. 
 
Hints for students: 

 Ask your students to think about the difference between the 1st number and the Mystery Number. 

 Ask your students to think about the 2nd number and the 3rd number. 
 
Step 3: Share solutions – (10 minutes) 
 
Return to a whole class setting and have groups share their thinking processes thus far. 
 
To debrief the trick, in the Explanation Sheet of the Mystery Number trick, you will find the necessary 
explanations to recreate the magic trick in your own classroom. This will allow your students to observe 
and learn from your manipulations.  
 
In order to generate reflections, consider asking your students a series of questions as you are doing the 
magic trick. If any students have successfully solved the trick, allow them to recreate the trick for the 
class while explaining their solution. 
 
A student comes to the board and writes the 1st number.  
 
The magician writes the Mystery Number based on the 1st number written.  
 
Point out the prediction made by the magician to create the Mystery Number. Ask your students questions 
about the differences between the 1st number and the Mystery Number: 

 What do you notice about the position of the units in both these numbers? 

 What do you notice about the position of the tens in both these numbers? 

 What about in the position of the hundreds? Is there anything different there? 
            Expected answer: The Mystery Number has 2 more hundreds and 2 units less than  
            the 1st number written.  

 
The student writes the 2nd number.  
 
The magician writes the 3rd number.  

 
  After writing the 3rd number, ask the students what they notice about the 2nd and 3rd numbers. If it 

does not emerge naturally, it may be necessary to offer a hint to think about the sum of the two 

numbers. 
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 Explain the composition of the number and why this specific number was written:  

 We must make sure that the sum of the 2nd and 3rd number written equals to 99. So, how can we 

choose which number to write as the 3rd number?  

 

 Point out that, so far, a total of 99 was added to the 1st number.   

The student writes the 4th number.  

The magician writes the 5th number.  

 Again, ask the students what they notice about the 4th and 5th numbers. Bring the students’ attention 

to the fact that, by adding the 2nd and 3rd number, 99 was added to the 1st number written, and that 

the sum of the 4th and 5th number also equals 99. 

 Therefore, in total, which amount was added to the 1st number? 
Expected answers: 99 + 99, 2 x 99, or 198  
 

Verify the validity of the Mystery Number by adding the 5 numbers that were written and invite 

the students to reflect on the Mystery Number created by the magician.  

 Bring the students’ attention to the different ways 99 may be represented. 

 Is it possible to represent 99 in other ways? By using 100, how can we represent 99? 
Expected answer: 99 = 100 – 1. 

 Since we added 99 twice, what changes were made to the 1st number? 
Expected answer: We added 2 hundreds and took away 2 units.  
 

 Point out that that is exactly the operation used by the magician at the beginning of the trick to create 

the Mystery Number. The magician added 2 hundreds and subtracted 2 units from the 1st number 

written (200 – 2 = 198), which is also the sum of 99 + 99.  

 

Step 4: Recreate the Magic Trick (5 minutes) 

 

If the students were initially unsuccessful in solving the trick, they may want time to recreate it now that 
they have seen the solution. 
 
The trick can also be extended by asking the students to consider solutions for 3-digit and 4-digit 
numbers. 
 

 

Suggested Process (Continued) 


