
Plane Figure Court  
 

Objective:  
1. Students will be able to classify two-dimensional 

figures based on properties.   
2. Students will be able to construct arguments 

defending a classification. 
 
Overview:  
In this lesson, students will construct arguments as to the 
correct classification of plane figures.  In creating a mock 
trial situation, students will construct and recognize valid 
mathematical arguments, and be able to distinguish them 
from non-mathematical arguments (e.g. “that shape is a 
rhombus because it is a quadrilateral with four equal 
sides,” not “that shape is a rhombus because it looks like a 
tilted square”).    

Key Content Standard(s): 
 
5.G.B.3, 5.G.B.4 
 
Key Practice Standard(s): 
 
3 

 

Lesson Plan: 

1. Begin by asking students how decisions in court are made.  Eventually elicit (or tell) that 

decisions in court are made based on factual evidence, not on general ideas or feelings.  Tell 

students that today we are going to hold a special Plain Figure Court.  Two students will serve as 

“lawyers” (this should rotate for each “case”), and the rest of the students will be juries.  

2. Each “case” will be to prove or disprove an assertion about the classification of a particular 

plane figure or a class of plane figures.  Possible “cases” (the correct answer is in parentheses; 

do not share until end of “case”) include: 

a. All squares are rectangles (true) 

b. All rectangles are squares (false) 

c. All squares are rhobmi (true) 

d. Some rectangles are squares (true) 

e. All rhombi are squares (false) 

f. A right triangle must have two acute angles (true) 

g. A triangle can be a quadrilateral (false) 

h. A triangle can have two obtuse angles (false) 

i. You can also construct various plane figures and have students classify those, or suggest 

classifications that they must prove or disprove.  In this version, write all the possible 

classifications on the board (e.g. “parallelogram,” “trapezoid,” “square”), and have one 

lawyer circle all the classifications he or she thinks are warranted, and the opposing 

lawyer should attempt to construct an argument that they are wrong. 

3. One lawyer will be assigned to construct an argument that the statement is true, and the other 

that the statement is false.  Tell students that the lawyer assigned to defend the flawed 



argument should still try to sway the jury, even if they realize that the statement they have been 

given is false.  This will provide the jury practice distinguishing between valid and invalid 

arguments. 

4. Each lawyer presents his or her argument why the statement is true or false.  The jury then 

proceeds to vote on who has the more compelling reasoning.  The teacher should ask a juror 

who votes correctly to explain his or her vote.   

5. Cycle through several cases with different students acting as lawyers.  Cases may be repeated, 

particularly if the “jury” is swayed by faulty logic or if the lawyer defending the correct side is 

unable to articulate a valid argument. 

6. Discuss the purpose of this activity.  Make sure students understand that in mathematics, there 

are usually specific rules and definitions that make something true, rather than general 

statements.  A square isn’t a square because it looks like a square, but because it has certain 

properties. 

 

Assessment: 

1. Give students one of the scenarios listed above, and require them to write a classification and a 

justification of that classification.   

2. Give students a plane figure, and tell them to classify it in all possible ways.  

Differentiation: 

“Cases” may be debated more than once, and struggling students could be lawyers on a second of 

subsequent iteration of a case.  

Struggling students may initially be reminded of definitions for each plane figure as they construct their 

arguments (although they should eventually not need to be provided definitions). 

Students could be asked to construct their own plane figures, using measurement tools, to submit for 

judgment. 

 

 

Commentary: 

A strength of this lesson is that it encourages students to create invalid (“bad”) arguments, which is fun 

for the students and highly valuable.  Students engage in invalid mathematical thinking all the time, but 

with this lesson they are doing it deliberately, and are thus training themselves to distinguish between 

valid and invalid arguments.   

The class participating in the pilot of this lesson achieved a mean score of 94% on a district-wide 

assessment, well above the usual average of around 80%.   



 

If applicable, include worksheets, diagrams, etc. at end   

N/A 

 

 

 

 


