
Problem of the Week
Problem A and Solution

Recess Randomness

Problem
Davis and Ali surveyed their friends and discovered that the six most popular recess activities
are: baseball, basketball, field hockey, hide and seek, tag, and soccer.

They want to randomly choose an activity for their friends to do at recess, so they decide to
make a spinner and a game cube showing each activity. The pictures below represent the
spinner that Davis designed and the game cube that Ali designed. The same six activities
appear on the spinner and the cube.
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Which of the following statements is true?

A) Either the spinner or cube can be used to select the activity fairly.

B) Only the spinner can be used to select the activity fairly.

C) Only the cube can be used to select the activity fairly.

D) Neither the spinner nor the cube can be used to select the activity fairly.

Justify your answer.

Solution
Let us assume that the game cube is a fair die, which means it is expected to have an equal
chance of landing on any of the sides. If the friends want to have a random but equal chance
for each activity, then you can say that c is true.

It might be the case that the survey results indicated that some activities are more popular
than others and the friends would like to participate in the more popular activities more often.
If the size of the spinner sections reflect the relative popularity of each activity, then you can
say that b is true. However if the size of the sections does not reflect the relative popularity of
each activity, then you can say that d is true. For example, if twice as many friends like
basketball compared to field hockey, neither the spinner nor the cube would be a good way to
select the activities in a way that reflects each one’s relative popularity.



Teacher’s Notes

Getting random results is not necessarily a simple process. Using a fair die or flipping a coin
are standard ways of generating random results, but we do not always have these tools
available. Computers often need random numbers for their programs. Random values can be
used in applications such as games to add to the entertainment value or in simulations that
scientists can use to help make predictions related to real life events.

Unfortunately, it is quite difficult to have a computer generate a truly random number.
Normally a program generates the number. Since the program follows a particular set of rules
to generate these values, they are not truly random. These values are called pseudo-random
numbers. This means it is possible for someone to be able to discover a pattern in the numbers
the computer is generating.

In many cases, pseudo-random numbers are sufficient for computer applications. However,
there are situations where the ability to see a pattern in supposedly random events can be a
problem. One example of this involves a television game show called Press Your Luck. The
show involved a large, electronic board that had several squares. The game had a highlighted
square moving around the board to random squares one at a time. A contestant would hit a
button to stop the movement and would land on some random location. Stopping on some
squares would mean good results like winning money, but there were bad squares as well which
would mean contestants could lose their turn and possibly lose everything that they had won
up to that point. One person watched many episodes of the game show before becoming a
contestant. He managed to memorize the pattern that the highlighted square followed, so he
could avoid stopping on a bad square. He eventually won over $100000 by discovering a
pattern in supposedly random events.


