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As the teacher, my role is to guide a discussion 
that helps students see that, for each circle they 
measure, the circumference is always about three 
times the diameter. It’s important to point out to 
students that measurement is never exact, and 
even the best of measure ments are approxima-
tions. That said, if we measure carefully with 
the best measuring tools we can find, for any 
circle, the result of dividing the circumference 
measurement by the diameter measurement 
will always be close to 3.14 or 3 1/7. That 
relation ship—the ratio of a circle’s circumference 
to its diameter—is what we call pi.

I’ve found interesting ways to assess my middle 

school students’ understanding about circles. 
Although I want to know whether they’ve learned 
the relevant formulas, I also want to know 
whether they can apply that knowledge. One way 
to assess this is to ask them to solve the problem 
of measuring the diameter of a tree trunk. To help 
them envision the task, I model with a standard 
tape measure and a cylindrical container. The 
circumference of a container of bread crumbs, 
for example, measures about 12 1/4 inches, or 
31 centimeters. (This is a good opportunity to 
reinforce for students that measurement is never 
exact.) After I ask students to predict the diameter 
of the container and explain their reasoning for 
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