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Place Value Detectives: Cracking the 4-Digit
Code

Lesson Overview
Target Audience: 3rd Grade / 9-year-olds
Duration: 30 Minutes

Subject: Math (Number Sense and Place Value)

Materials Needed

¢ Base-ten blocks (Thousands cubes, Hundreds flats, Tens rods, Ones units) - *Digital versions or
drawings work too!*

A set of dice (at least 4)

Individual whiteboards and markers (or paper/pencil)

"Mystery Number" cards (Index cards with 4-digit numbers written on them)

Place Value Chart (Thousands, Hundreds, Tens, Ones)

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, learners will be able to:

¢ Identify the value of a digit based on its position in a 4-digit number.

¢ Translate numbers between standard form (e.g., 4,321) and expanded form (e.g., 4,000 + 300 +
20 + 1).

¢ Explain why the position of a digit changes its total "power" or value.

1. Introduction: The Case of the Shifting Digits (5 Minutes)

The Hook: Imagine you have a "5" in your pocket. If that 5 is just 5 pennies, you can't buy much. But
what if that 5 was in the "Thousands" place of a bank account? Now you have $5,000! The digit didn't
change, but its address did.

The Mission: "Today, you are Place Value Detectives. We have been sent a series of secret codes

(numbers), and our job is to break them down to see what they are really worth. We need to make sure
no digit is 'pretending’' to be bigger or smaller than it actually is."

2. Body: Cracking the Code (20 Minutes)

Step 1: | Do - Modeling the Value Houses (5 Minutes)

The instructor displays the number 3,452 on a Place Value Chart.
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¢ Talking Points: "Look at this 3. It's sitting in the Thousands house. That means it isn't just a 3;
it's 3,000. It's like having three giant boxes of 1,000 LEGOs each."

¢ Demonstration: Show the expanded form: 3,000 + 400 + 50 + 2. Show how the zeros act as
"place holders" to keep the digits in their correct houses.

Step 2: We Do - The "Build-A-Number" Challenge (7 Minutes)
Work together using the dice.

o Activity: Roll four dice. Let's say we roll a 6, 2, 9, and 4.

¢ Interactive Discussion: "If we want to make the biggest number possible to win a game, where
should we put the 97 Why?"

¢ Practice: Have the students write the rolled number on their whiteboards in a Place Value Chart.
Then, together, represent that number using base-ten blocks (e.g., for 9,426, we need 9 large
cubes).

Step 3: You Do - Secret Code Mission (8 Minutes)
Give each student a "Mystery Number" card (e.g., 7,025).

¢ The Task: Students must work independently to:
1. Draw a quick sketch of the blocks needed for their number.
2. Write the number in Expanded Form (e.g., 7,000 + 0 + 20 + 5).
3. ldentify the "Value" of a specific digit (Teacher: "In your number, what is the 7 worth?").
¢ Choice: Students can choose to create their own "Giant Number" (up to 9,999) and challenge the
teacher or a partner to expand it.

3. Conclusion: Mission Debrief (5 Minutes)

¢ Recap: "Detectives, what happens to the number 4 if | move it from the Tens place to the
Thousands place?" (Expected answer: It gets much bigger/worth 4,000).

¢ Takeaway: Reinforce that 0 is a hero because it holds the spot for houses that are empty,
keeping other numbers in their correct place.

¢ Closing Activity: "On your whiteboard, write the value of the 8 in the number 8,231. Hold it up
when you're done!"

Success Criteria

A student has mastered this lesson if they can:

¢ Correctly identify which digit is in a specific place (e.g., "The 4 is in the hundreds place").

e Write a 4-digit number in expanded form without missing the placeholder zeros.

¢ Explain that a digit in the thousands place is 10 times more valuable than the same digit in the
hundreds place.

Adaptability & Differentiation

¢ For Struggling Learners (Scaffolding): Use a physical "Place Value Mat" where they can
physically move blocks into "rooms." Focus on 3-digit numbers before moving to 4-digits.
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e For Advanced Learners (Extension): Challenge them with 5-digit numbers (Ten-Thousands) or
ask "What is 100 more?" or "1,000 less?" than their mystery number.
¢ Multi-Sensory Option: Use "Place Value Stacking Cups" (styrofoam cups with digits written on

the rims) that can be rotated to build numbers.

Assessment Methods

¢ Formative: Observation during the "Build-A-Number" challenge and checking whiteboards during

the "You Do" activity.
e Summative: The final "Value of the 8" check during the conclusion provides an immediate

snapshot of individual understanding.
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