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Section 1 – The Maths Mentor project

About the Maths Mentor project

You’ve been trained to act as a Maths Mentor through a project established 
by the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) and funded 
by the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills. 

The Maths Mentor project is part of a wider initiative called Maths4us, 
which trains maths champions inside and outside prisons to promote the 
benefits of learning maths and encourage others to ‘get maths-active’. 
Maths mentors do this but also go further: you have been trained to support 
others to handle some everyday maths situations, tackle some maths topics, 
become more confident mathematically and make the most of formal and 
informal maths education opportunities.

Getting started as a maths mentor

We know from our pilots that prisoners may notice your Maths4us t-shirt and 
ask for help with personal budgeting (for example, with the ‘canteen sheet’) 
or with reading dates and times. They may say that they’d like to get better 
at the times tables, adding or other topics. They may just say that they’d 
like to be able to help their children with maths. Or they might say they’re 
thinking of joining a maths class but have concerns about it. So your starting 
point may be just an informal conversation. 

Choosing an activity

If your mentee has talked about a particular topic, look at the first page of 
the ‘route map’ in the Maths Mentor Handbook and then find a suitable 
activity. If your mentee has just said something like ‘I want to get better at 
maths’ or ‘I want to be able to help my children’ you could browse the route 
map together or look through the activities in the booklets to find something 
that looks relevant. You don’t have to work through all the activities or do 
them in a set order; it’s better to start with something that looks interesting.

Time and Distance
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There are four learning activities booklets:

Whole Numbers

Money

Time and Distance

Mathematical Magic

Deciding what to do next

When you and your mentee have done an activity and discussed how it 
went, decide together what to do next. You could use the route map in 
the handbook or just browse through the booklets to help with this. You 
don’t have to work through all the activities in a booklet, or do them in any 
particular order, though the route map does make some suggestions. It’s 
important to remember that the activities booklets are not textbooks that 
you need to work through from beginning to end. They don’t cover all the 
maths an adult might want to know about; they’re just starting points to get 
things moving.

In addition, you can support your mentee to think about joining a maths 
class; you could perhaps talk about your own experience of being in a class, 
or use some of the materials from your Maths Mentor Handbook to help 
your mentee think about what it would be like to be in a class, and what 
the benefits might be. Remember to use active listening skills during this 
conversation; your mentee is trying to make a decision and may want to talk 
things through with you in detail.
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Section 2 – Learning activities

Time of day

Do Make sure you’ve got an analogue or digital clock handy, as well as 
pen and paper. Have a blank ‘What’s happening?’ table (p. 22) and a 
‘Reading and writing the time’ NIACE tips card available if possible (see 
the Maths Mentor Handbook for details).

Say We’re going to work on the 12-hour and 24-hour clock. 

What time do you wake up in the morning?

What time do you get breakfast?

What time do you…? (invite your mentee to add more key events in the 
day).

Check Has your mentee answered these using the ‘ordinary’ 12-hour clock? 
Make a list of key events in the day and the ‘ordinary 12-hour times’ – 
you could use the ‘What’s happening?’ table (see Appendix).

Do  
and  
say

If I said that somebody woke up at ‘five thirty’, what time of day would 
that be? Discuss with your mentee the two possibilities; ‘five thirty’ 
could mean early in the morning or late in the afternoon. Explain that 
the 24-hour clock tries to make it clear whether things are before or 
after 12 noon.

Say: So we’re going to write those times using the 24-hour clock. In the 
24-hour clock, after 12 noon, we just keep going. So 1 o’clock in the 
afternoon becomes ‘13’. But nobody ever says it like that; they usually 
say ‘thirteen hundred’ and they write it 1300. The ‘13’ means 1 o’clock 
in the afternoon and the two zeros mean exactly 1 o’clock, no minutes 
past.
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Do  
and  
say

And 10 past 1 in the afternoon becomes ‘10 past 13’ but again nobody 
says it like that – they put the hours first and say ‘thirteen ten’, and they 
write it 1310. 

The whole point of the 24-hour clock is that it is trying to make it very 
clear whether you’re talking about times before or after 12 noon. 

1310 is definitely afternoon, because the hours bit – the 13 – is bigger 
than 12; it’s literally ‘after noon’.

You’ve written down the times for some events like getting up, having 
breakfast, etc. and you used the 12-hour clock. Can you now convert your 
12-hour clock times into 24-hour times? (Use the ‘What’s happening’ 
table if you have one.)

Discuss Work on this together, using a real clock if that helps. 

Point out that sometimes people write 15:00 instead of 1500 – both 
methods are ok. If you have a ‘Reading and writing the time’ tips card, 
there are some examples there.

When your session is about to finish, work out together how to write this 
‘finishing time’ using the 24-hour clock. 

Remind your mentee that he/she could practise the 24-hour clock at any 
time of day.

Invite your mentee to pick a time for your next session and write it in 
both the 12-hour and the 24-hour format.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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What time is it?

Do Have a ‘Reading and writing the time’ NIACE tips card available if 
possible, or use the clocks on p. 23. Have some paper and a pen handy.

Say  
and  
do

Pick one of the clocks. 

What time does it say?

What were you doing at that time today or yesterday?

What will you be doing at that time tomorrow or next week?

Check Try this out several times with different examples.

Has your mentee read the times correctly and given reasonable answers 
to your questions?

Discuss Point out that the 24-hour times are sometimes written with a colon, 
like 17:45, and sometimes without a colon, like 1745. 

Point out that 1500 (and other times on the hour) are usually read 
‘fifteen hundred’, even if it’s written with the colon, i.e. 15:00.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Writing the date

Part 1 

Do Have the ‘Months of the year’ and ‘Formats for writing dates’ NIACE 
tips cards available if possible.

Spread out Card Set H: Dates, face up (see p. 24).

Say Can you find any dates in the year 2012? 

Hint: There are several cards with a 2012 date. 

Hint: The ‘Formats for writing dates’ tips card shows different ways of 
writing dates.

Check Check that all the cards your mentee has chosen are in 2012 and that 
he/she has found nine cards with 2012 dates.

Discuss If your mentee has found this easy, ask harder questions like:

Can you find any dates in April? (There are eight of these.)

Can you find any dates in the eleventh month? (There are seven of 
these.)

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Writing the date

Part 2 

Do Have the ‘Months of the year’ and ‘Formats for writing dates’ NIACE 
tips cards available if possible.

Scatter Card Set H: Dates on the table, face up (see p. 24).

Say We’re going to do some work on writing the date in different ways. 

Can you find two cards that have the same date?

Can you find any more cards with the same date? 

Check Check that your mentee has identified the cards correctly. You may 
need to help him/her work out the right numbers for each month: 
January is 01, February is 02, etc. 

Discuss Suggest that the mentee practise this later by looking for dates in 
newspapers, on forms or in books. 

If your mentee has found this activity easy, say Now sort the cards so 
that all the ones with the same date are together. You should end up 
with three piles.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Writing the date

Part 3

Do Have the ‘Months of the year’ and ‘Formats for writing dates’ NIACE 
tips cards available if possible.

Make sure your mentee has pen and paper and has already done 
‘Writing the date’ Parts 1 and 2. 

Say I’m going to say a date; please write this date down.

Twenty fourth of January two thousand.

Now try and write it down in a different way.

Check There are many possible formats for the answer, including:

24 January 2000

24 Jan 2000

24.01.2000

24/01/2000

Discuss Discuss with your mentee which format he/she finds easiest, but 
encourage him/her to write the date in several different formats. Explain 
that dates are written in many formats, so it’s useful to know them all. 

Try the exercise again, saying a different date.

Encourage your mentee to look for dates in newspapers, on forms and 
in books.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Writing the date   

Part 4

Do Have some paper and a pen handy.

Have a ‘Formats for writing dates’ NIACE tips card available if possible.

Think carefully about whether to use this exercise; it may be a very 
positive experience for your mentee to look back or ahead to dates that 
matter to him/her, but it may not. Asking your mentee to talk about 
important dates may lead to very emotional conversations.

Say  
and  
do

Tell me a date that matters to you.

Now write it down in as many formats as you can. 

Check Has your mentee written down the date correctly?

Has your mentee written it in several formats?

Discuss Remind your mentee that it’s helpful to be able to recognise and use 
various formats. There are some examples on the ‘Formats for writing 
dates’ tips card.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Measuring in centimetres 

Do Have a tape measure handy – one that shows centimetres and 
millimetres. You’ll also need some objects you can measure: perhaps 
some sheets of paper, a book and a table. 

Note: in this exercise you’re going to talk about centimetres and tenths 
of a centimetre; the term ‘millimetre’ comes up in a later exercise.

Say We’re going to work on measuring. Can you see whether this tape 
measure uses metric or imperial units?

Check Has your mentee identified which kind of tape measure it is? Discuss the 
terms ‘metric’ and ‘imperial’. Your mentee may use the term ‘British’ 
for ‘imperial’.

Say Can you show me how much one centimetre is on the tape measure?

Check Has your mentee shown you the 1cm mark on the tape measure? Or 
perhaps the distance between two of the centimetre marks? Either is ok.

Say Can you measure this object to the nearest centimetre? (Note: pick 
something fairly small, like a book; don’t ask your mentee to measure 
the room to the nearest centimetre!)

Check Is your mentee lining up the zero on the tape measure with the edge of 
the object? If no zero is marked, can you work out where the zero is? Is 
he/she reading the lengths correctly, to the nearest centimetre?

Say Now we’re going to measure those objects more accurately. Look at the 
spaces between the zero and the 1 centimetre mark. Can you count how 
many spaces there are? 

Check Did your mentee say that there are ten spaces? Make sure he/she is 
counting the spaces, not the marks.
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Say Ok, there are ten spaces. That means each space is worth a tenth of 
a centimetre. So it goes ‘one tenth of a centimetre, two tenths of a 
centimetre, three tenths of a centimetre’ and so on. 

Can you measure the length of this A4 sheet of paper and give me the 
answer in centimetres and tenths of a centimetre?

Check Did your mentee say ‘29 centimetres and 7 tenths of a centimetre’? 

Say Can you measure some other things and give me the answer in 
centimetres and tenths of a centimetre?

Check Did your mentee give you correct answers in centimetres and tenths of 
a centimetre?

Discuss Why do tape measures often have an ‘extra bit’ before the zero? 

When would you want to measure to the nearest centimetre? And when 
would you need to measure more accurately, to the nearest tenth of a 
centimetre, for example?

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.

Encourage your mentee to practise measuring in centimetres and 
tenths of a centimetre, maybe in the prison workshops.
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Centimetres and the decimal point

Do Have a tape measure handy – one that shows centimetres and 
millimetres – as well as some objects you have already helped your 
mentee to measure: perhaps some paper, a book, a table.

Say We’re going to write down measurements, using a decimal point.  
We’re going to use a decimal point to separate centimetres from  
tenths of centimetres. 

For example, the length of this A4 piece of paper is 
29 centimetres and 7 tenths of a centimetre. Using the decimal  
point you write 29.7 centimetres. If you like, you can write it as  
29.7cm, using cm as a shorthand for centimetres. You should  
read this as ‘twenty-nine point seven centimetres’.

Can you measure some other things and write down the answers  
using a decimal point?

Check Has your mentee written down the measurements correctly, for 
example 13.4cm? Can they read them correctly, i.e. ‘thirteen point four 
centimetres’? 

Discuss Point out that the number to the left of the decimal point is whole 
centimetres and the number to the right of the point is tenths of a 
centimetre.

Reflect  
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Centimetres and millimetres 

Do Give your mentee a tape measure showing centimetres and millimetres. 
It doesn’t matter if it doesn’t have the word ‘millimetre’ on it.

Say We’re going to work in centimetres and millimetres today. The length 
of this A4 paper is 29.7cm; that’s 29 centimetres and 7 tenths of a 
centimetre. You can also write that as 29 centimetres and 7 millimetres, 
because a tenth of a centimetre is also called a millimetre. Or you can 
use the short forms: 29cm and 7mm.

Can you measure some other objects and tell me their lengths in 
centimetres and millimetres?

Check Did your mentee measure the objects correctly, write down the answers 
in centimetres and millimetres and read them correctly?

Discuss Point out that you can either stick to centimetres and use the decimal 
point ‘for the extra bits’, or use centimetres and millimetres. Remind 
your mentee that if you record answers as centimetres and millimetres 
you don’t need to use a decimal point.

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Matching up the distances 

Do Give your mentee Card Set I: Measurement (see p. 25). Have a tape 
measure handy.

Have a look at the suggestions under ‘Say’ below. Don’t say all this at 
once; give your mentee some thinking time. Or you may want to use 
different bits in different sessions. These are just ideas to guide you. 

Say We’re going to work on centimetres, millimetres and decimal points so 
that you can write measurements in different ways. 

In your set of cards there are some cards that say the same length. Can 
you match up any of the cards? 

If you have cards left over, can you fill in some blank cards so that you 
have a full set?

Can you show me these distances on a tape measure?

Check Encourage your mentee to sort the cards systematically into piles, like 
the picture below.

Has your mentee shown you the measurements on a tape measure? 

5cm and  
4mm

5cm and  
9mm

5 centimetres 
and 4 tenths of 

a centimetre

5 centimetres 
and 9 tenths of 

a centimetre

5 centimetres 
and  

4 millimetres

5 centimetres 
and  

9 millimetres

54 
millimetres

59 
millimetres

5.9cm

5.4 
centimetres

5.9 
centimetres

5.4cm

6cm and 
3mm

7.8cm
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Discuss Remind your mentee that there are several ways of writing 
measurements and that it’s useful to be able to recognise them all.

Reflect  
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Estimating in centimetres  

Do Have a tape measure handy; one that shows centimetres and 
millimetres. But don’t give it to your mentee yet.

Give your mentee a blank ‘Estimating and measuring sheet’.

Have a look at the suggestions under ‘Say’ below. Don’t say all this at 
once; give your mentee some thinking time. Or you may want to use 
different bits in different sessions. These are just ideas to guide you. 

Say We’re going to estimate some distances, without using the tape 
measure. 

Can you estimate the width of your finger? The height of the door? The 
width of your palm? The length of your fingernail?

Can you think of something that would be roughly 70 centimetres long? 
Or roughly 4 millimetres long?

Write your answers on the ‘Estimating and measuring sheet’. Estimate 
some other objects if you like.

Check your estimates using the tape measure. Write down your answers, 
using a decimal point where you need one. Were your estimates 
reasonable?

Check Has your mentee made reasonable estimates? Has he/she measured 
the objects correctly? Has he/she written them down correctly, using a 
decimal point if necessary?

Discuss Don’t try to be too exact in this exercise; the main aim is to help your 
mentee estimate in centimetres.

Carpenters sometimes say ‘mill’ when they’re talking about millimetres 
– so they might say that a cupboard measured ‘600 mill’ – though they 
would write 600mm. This is something to watch out for, especially in 
prison workshops.
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Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the exercise your 
mentee has just done, say how it went and invite your mentee to add 
comments. Discuss what you want to do at your next session; make 
a note of this and, if possible, arrange a time and place for the next 
session.
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Measuring in metres 

Do Have a tape measure handy. If possible, have one that is bigger 
than a metre; otherwise, several one-metre tape measures would 
do.

Say We’re going to work on measuring larger objects. 

If you wanted to estimate the length of this room, 
it’s useful to know that your pace is about a metre.  
A metre is 100 centimetres. Can you show me  
100 centimetres on the tape? That’s a metre.  
You can write that like this: 100cm = 1m.

Can you estimate the length of the room in metres?

Can you pace it out to check your estimate?

Can you measure it using a tape measure?

Check Did your mentee make reasonable estimates? ‘To the nearest  
10cm’ is very reasonable.

Discuss Show your mentee how to write down the measurement. For 
example, a room measuring 6 metres and 25 centimetres can be 
written as 6.25 metres. 

Reflect  
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the 
exercise your mentee has just done, say how it went and invite 
your mentee to add comments. Discuss what you want to do at 
your next session; make a note of this and, if possible, arrange a 
time and place for the next session.

Encourage your mentee to practise estimating and measuring 
after your session. 
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Measuring – true, false or maybe? 

Do Give your mentee Card Set J (see p. 26). Have a tape measure 
handy.

Say We’re going to recap the work we’ve been doing on measuring in 
metres, centimetres and millimetres. Can you sort the cards into 
three piles – some that could be true or are definitely true, some 
that look false, and some ‘maybes’? 

Check Has your mentee sorted them into piles of ‘true’, ‘false’ and 
‘maybe’?

Discuss Discuss any of the cards that the mentee found difficult. Ask your 
mentee to show you the distances on a tape measure. 

Reflect 
and  
record

Reflect on how this exercise went. Record the name of the 
exercise your mentee has just done, say how it went and invite 
your mentee to add comments. Discuss what you want to do at 
your next session; make a note of this and, if possible, arrange a 
time and place for the next session.
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Appendix

What’s happening?

What’s happening? 12-hour time 24-hour time

Wake up

Breakfast
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Telling the time

12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1 12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1

12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1 12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1

12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1 12

67 5
8 4

9 3

10 2
11 1

3 am 9.30 am

3 pm 5.45 pm

8.15 pm 11 pm
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Card set H: Dates 

13 April 
2005 13–04–2005 Seventeenth of November, 

Nineteen Seventy Six

13.04.05 April 13, 2005 Thirteenth of April,  
Two Thousand and Five

13 Apr 2005 17 November 
1976

Ninth of August,  
Two Thousand and Twelve

17.11.1976 17–11–76 November 17, 1976

13.04.2005 17 Nov 1976 9 August 2012

09-08-2012 09.08.2012 09.08.12

9 August 
2012 9 Aug 2012 09-08-2012

09/08/2012 17/11/1976 13/04/2005
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Card set I: Measurement

5 centimetres 
and  

4 millimetres

5.4 
centimetres 5.4cm

5 centimetres 
and   

4 tenths of  
a centimetre

54 
millimetres

5cm and 
4mm

5cm and 
9mm

5.9 
centimetres

59 
millimetres 

5 centimetres 
and  

9 millimetres
5.9cm

5 centimetres 
and  

9 tenths of  
a centimetre

6cm and 
3mm 7.8cm
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Card set J: Measuring true, false or maybe

The tallest man in the  
world is 3 metres tall.

The door opened and a  
child 3cm tall walked in.

An adult man’s palm  
is 10cm across. 

A cell might measure  
5cm by 4cm.

A cell might measure  
5m by 4m.

This card is roughly 
 3m by 1m.

A human hair is roughly  
1cm thick.

A human hair is less 
 than 1mm thick.

A fence is 2m high. 54mm is the same as 5.4cm.

3.4cm is the same as 34mm. A tree is 10m tall.

10cm is the same as 1mm. 100mm is the same as 1m.
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Estimating and measuring sheet

Estimating and 
measuring My estimate

The measurement 
I got when I used 
a tape measure

The width of my 
finger

The width of my 
palm

The length of my 
fingernail

The height of a 
door
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Notes
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