




Probability Fair: a Student-run oPen HouSe event

Practice Wrap Up
Once a team member has played all five games, he returns to his own team and a different 
team member heads to the Registration Table. After everyone has had a turn as a player, we 
gather together and discuss how it all went. 

Suggestions are made, praise is passed from student to student, minor complaints are deliv-
ered, and vague accusations of unfairness are leveled at teammates. You know the drill. It’s all 
a part of the general give-and-take that occurs whenever you engage in group interactions. 
For the most part, though, they’re pretty upbeat and excited about the whole event. 

3.  Dress Rehearsal

On the day before Open House, we allow other classrooms to try our Probability Fair. This 
not only gives my students more practice at running and explaining their games, it also cre-
ates a buzz about the event which results in a large Open House turnout.
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Probability Fair: a Student-run oPen HouSe event

In an effort to ensure that classes will be able to fit us into their schedules, we send students 
to classrooms to announce what we’re doing a day or two before the Dress Rehearsal. A 
sign-up sheet is printed out showing available time slots. (Fifteen minutes per class works 
out rather well.) The sheet is attached to a clipboard and given to two students. The students 
visit a couple of classrooms and make the invitation. They either tally a “not interested/not 
able to attend” or they’ll write the room number in the appointment slot. After returning, 
the clipboard is passed to another pair of students who repeats the process.†

On the day of the Dress Rehearsal, we send out reminder notices to the classrooms who had 
indicated they would be participating.

A few minutes before the first class arrives, I gather everyone together for a little pep talk.

Mr. Morris
Calmly:

In just a couple of minutes, our first group of players will come through our door. Please 
remember to be friendly and engaging. Keep in mind that you know how to play your 
game but the visitors won’t. Explain things clearly and ask if they have any questions.

Pausing as he looks for nods and smiles:
Christina and Eric are the registrars for the first class. After that, just check the schedule 
at the Registration Table to see which students are next. Any questions?

Pausing again:
Alrighty then. Let the games begin.

And with that, I start the music and head outside to direct traffic.

As students finish playing all five games, they drop their Score Cards in a container we have 
set on the table being used for the Snack Shop.†† Fifteen minutes later, the visitors depart.

Somewhat Annoying Reality: Be prepared for some of the visiting 
players to ask if they can play again. Happens all of the time. What 
I always did was remind them that they’d be able to play again if 
they came to our room during Open House.

4.  Probability Fair Snack Shop
During Open House, players will take their completed Score Cards to the Snack Shop and 
spend the points they earned on a variety of treats.

Typically offered items:
Jolly Ranchers,  Starburst, licorice, Tootsie Pops, anything cheap and plentiful,

†	 I’ve	done	the	Probability	Fair	for	so	long	at	my	school	that	all	of	the	teachers	are	familiar	with	it	and	happy	to	partici-
pate.	Since	this	will	be	your	first	one,	you	might	want	to	do	the	scheduling	yourself	so	you	could	answer	questions.

††	 The	Score	Card	container	is	placed	on	the	Snack	Shop	table	because	I	want	the	students	to	get	a	glimpse	of	what’s	
being	offered	at	Open	House.	This	adds	to	their	desire	to	return	and	play	which	adds	to	the	overall	energy	level.
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Since there were going to be a lot of Snack Shop customers at Open House, we had to do 
some thinking in order to come up with a reasonable price for each item. 

Deciding on Prices
At the conclusion of the Dress Rehearsal, I picked up the container of Score Cards  and 
gathered everyone together.

Mr. Morris
With the container of Score Cards in hand:

We need to figure out how much to charge for each of the items we’re going to have in the 
Snack Shop at Open House.

Pausing briefly:
What would happen to the Snack Shop if we sold candy for one point a piece?

They quickly realize we would run out of candy.

Mr. Morris
Nodding in agreement:

And what would happen if we charged 20 points for a piece of candy?
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Fig. 2
Snacks are 
usually dis-

played from 
left to right 

by price. 

and a few “big ticket” items
 I usually had three large candy bars on the table with a high price
 for the lucky few who scored a lot of points.
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Again, they came to the right conclusions: we wouldn’t sell much candy not to mention the 
fact that the visiting players would leave with a bad feeling.

Mr. Morris
Another nod:

I agree. So let’s look at the Score Cards and see what we can figure out.

With that, I move to the whiteboard and create a number line.

Mr. Morris
With whiteboard pen in hand:

If you lost every game, you’d end up with zero points.
Writing a large zero on the board:

And if you won all five games at the highest odds you would end up with 32 points.

Note: The “highest odds” concept was explained during the Team Practice and Class Practice 
sessions and is well understood by the students at this point.

I then wrote a large 32 at the other end of the board from the 0.
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Mr. Morris
Holding up the container:

We’re going to look at every Score Card in this container and figure out how many 
points each player earned.

Moving back to the whiteboard to write more numbers between the 0 and 32:
We’re then going to show how many students scored zero points, 1 point...

Writing a 1 to the right of the 0:
Two points...

Writing a 2 to the right of the 1:

0 32

0 1 2 32

All the way up to how many students, if any, earned 32 points.
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Tallying the Results
The Score Cards were then divided among the teams. Teams designated one member to act 
as the recorder while the others were tabulators. 

The tabulators calculated a total for a card and wrote the number on the back of the card. 

While they were doing this, I met with the recorders. I 
quickly demonstrated how to make a record sheet. It was 
similar to the one on the board but was set up vertically 
so that it would be easy to record tally marks.

When the recorder had rejoined the team, the tabulators 
began to read the scores that had been calculated. The 
recorder repeated the score out loud and then tallied the 
total with a stick mark.

As soon as a team had finished calculating scores for the 
cards they had been given, they brought the tally sheet to 
the white board at the front of the room. They recorded 
how many students ended up with zero points, how 
many ended up with 1 point, 2 points, 3 points, etc.
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After the totals had been posted by all five teams, we then totaled each column. The final re-
sult was a single number that represented the number of students who had scored that many 
points during Dress Rehearsal.

From this:

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
3 0 1 4 1 2 8 1 6 5
5 0 0 1 0 3 10 2 3 2
2 0 3 5 3 3 7 0 8 0

4 0 0 6 3 0 5 0 5 2
3 0 0 2 4 2 7 2 4 1

. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .

. . .
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To this:
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It was then a relatively simple process to look for clusters and patterns and use that informa-
tion to determine the snack prices. Something that helped us decide was knowing how many 
of each item we had. For example, if we had a tub of red licorice that contained 120 pieces, 
we could calculate how many points the tub would take in. At 2 points per piece, we were 
taking in 240 points. Seeing the bigger picture of what the pricing levels would do helped 
produce more realistic and sustainable prices.

Opportunity: I always felt that this process of figuring out snack prices was an added bonus 
to the overall probability knowledge that was developed during the event. Not the actual 
tabulating of scores from Dress Rehearsal, mind you. That was a pretty simple thing to do. 
I’m referring to the idea of using math to solve real world problems. Deciding what to do 
with our score tabulations was a nice way to introduce the students to the beauty of math 
analysis. Or maybe that’s just how I see it because I’m a bit of a math geek.

5.  Open House

As you can imagine, Open House operates in a similar fashion to the Dress Rehearsal. There 
are, however, two simples differences. 

For one, the parents are present and playing the games. Some parents even ask to play a sec-
ond time which is fine with us. We’re just happy they came to Open House and are enjoying 
themselves. 

The other difference, of 
course, is that everyone who 
plays can cash in his Score 
Card for a treat or two. 

The addition of those two ele-
ments creates a high-energy, 
free-flowing crowd. Parents, 
grandparents, brothers, sis-
ters, and, of course, students 
from other classrooms who 
return to play again, move 
from one game to the next 
and then to the Snack Shop. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
17 0 4 18 11 10 37 5 26 10 . . .

. . .
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You’ll hear groans of disappointment when a game is lost and shouts of joy when a player 
chooses the option with the lowest probability and wins. You’ll see players waiting for their 
turn as they watch others try their luck. I think the only things missing are the neon lights 
and the cheap buffet.

Recommended: Due to the fact that everyone is playing for snacks, I 
realized we needed to come up with a simple way to prevent students 
from playing more than once. After all, it would be an easy matter 
for a student to return to the Registration Table and receive a new 
Score Card. This is especially true since the room is packed with 
visitors for almost the entire hour of  Open House. Our solution was 
to stamp the back of a student’s right hand during the registration 
process. (We don’t stamp adult hands unless they ask.)The little red 
star helped to keep the students honest.
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What’s nice to see are the parents who continue to hang out in the room enjoying the party 
even though they’ve played all five games. Almost all of them check out the student items 
we have set up on the walls for display. 

Although a number of parents head to the classrooms of their other children, there will be a 
hard-core group of moms and dads who just stick around because they like the vibe. A few 
of them, with permission from the child, will even help run a game or two. That’s a sweet 
thing to see.

Fig. 3
A little self-
inking star 

stamp I got 
at Staples 
does the 

trick nicely. 
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My role at Open House is pretty simple. I’m the DJ. I also visit briefly with every parent 
who paid a visit to thank them for coming. Other than that, I don’t do a whole lot except 
watch the whole show unfold. And what a show it is.

Consolation Prizes
Anyone who lost all five games and ended up with a zero in each box is invited to drop the 
Score Card into a plastic container. On the day after Open House, five Score Cards are 
drawn from the container, glued to a large sheet of construction paper, and posted in the 
cafeteria. The winners come by the room at some point and are given a handful of treats.
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Good Enough

Well, that’s it.

Other than the dozens of little things that will come to me later on in reflection, I think this 
eBook should get you started on producing your own Probability Fair. (Don’t forget that 
there are sample games on the next five pages.)

Should you decide to take on this project with your own students, please feel free to email 
me and share your success. And if you come up with any nice additions, I’d really like to hear 
about them. I’ll add your ideas to this book and make the whole thing that much better for 
the next teacher who decides to give it a shot.

Jeremy
17 O O

OO0

Melissa H.
4 O O

OO0

Marela
5 O O

OO0

Britni
1 O O

OO0

Roberto G.
9 O O

OO0

Fig. 4
You don’t 

have to do 
this, but it 

is a nice 
gesture of 
goodwill. 
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Coin Flip

 Object: Predict which side of the plastic coin will appear when the coin is flipped.

 Player decides how many coins—1, 2, or 3—he wants to play. He then places a wooden cube 
on the pattern that represents his prediction. After the cube has been placed, team mem-
bers place a hand over the top of the cup, give the coin inside a shake, and then turn the cup 
upside down. The cup is then removed—one-by-one to build suspense if the player decided 
to play with more than one coin—to reveal the outcome.

 Materials: 3 plastic cups
  3 two-color coins (from math kit)
  marker to indicate player’s choice (wooden cube)

Play one coin, 
the odds of winning are 

1 out of 2.

Play two coins, 
the odds of winning are 

1 to 4.

Play three coins, 
the odds of winning are 

1 : 8.
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Lucky Die

 Object: Predict the number that will appear when the die is rolled.

 Player makes prediction by placing 1, 2, or 3 yellow hexagons (as seen on paper plates) on 
the number(s) he thinks will be rolled. After the player has made his choice, a team member 
rolls the die to determine the outcome.

 Materials: 3 paper plates
  large foam die
  6 markers to indicate player’s choice(s)

Pick 3 numbers, 
the odds of 
winning are 
1 out of 2.

Pick 2 numbers, 
the odds of 
winning are 

1 to 3.

Pick 1 number, 
the odds of 
winning are 

1 : 6.
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 Object: Predict the pattern that will appear when four tongue depressors—which are 
  decorated on one side and plain on the other—are dropped onto the table.

 Player predicts what pattern will appear by placing a brightly colored tongue depressor on 
the sticks at the front edge of the table. After the player has made his choice, a team member 
drops a set of sticks on the table to determine the outcome.

 Materials: 4 tongue depressors decorated on one side (drop sticks)
  20 tongue depressors are glued down to the front edge of the table
  1 brightly colored tongue depressor to indicate player’s choice  

Pick these 
patterns, and 
the odds of 
winning are
1 out of 2.

Pick this 
pattern, and 
the odds of 
winning are

1 to 3.

Pick these 
patterns, and 
the odds of 
winning are

1 : 8.

DROP ZONE

Indian Sticks
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Pikachu! Where Are You?

 Object: Find the Pikachu card in a set of cards.

 Player announces how many cards he wants to have in the set from which he will try to find 
the Pikachu card. After he has made his choice, a team shuffles that set of cards. The shuffled 
set is placed face-down and side-by-side on the white space at the back of the table. The 
player then points to a card. A team member turns the selected card face-up to determine 
the outcome.

 Materials: 18 Pokemon cards
  9 cards are glued face-down
  9 cards (3 of which are Pikachu cards) are used for the sets to be shuffled

If you use 2 
cards, the odds 
of winning are 

1 out of 2.

If you use 3 
cards, the odds 
of winning are 

1 to 3.

If you use 4 
cards, the odds 
of winning are 

1 : 4.
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Mini-Cubs

 Object: Predict the color of the plastic lion that you will pull out of the tub of lions.

 Player predicts what color will be pulled from the tub by placing the marker—a green lion 
cub—next to the group of cubs on the table. After the choice has been made, a team mem-
ber holds the tub aloft (so that the player can’t see inside) and asks the player to remove one 
cub. The cub is then returned to the tub.

 Materials: 2 sets of: 30 red lions, 20 yellow lions, 10 blue lions (from primary math kit) 
  gallon container for holding them all
  1 green lion to use as a marker

30 of the 60 lions 
are red.

The odds of 
selecting a red 

lion are
1 out of 2.

20 of the 60 
lions are yellow.

The odds of 
selecting a 

yellow lion are
1 to 3.

10 of the 60 lions 
are blue.

The odds of 
selecting a blue 

lion are
1 : 6.
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