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About This Book

This is not a book that teaches you to add faster than a phone. A phone is already fast. This
book teaches a slower thing: a head that knows what about twelve feels like before anyone
— a grown-up, a calculator, or a talking tool — says a number out loud.

WisdomForge already has a homeschooling math book. That book is a different product. It
is an Hour. This booklet sits beside the six little sittings called Number in the Age of Al. Those
sittings are live. Their names are Guess, Then Count; The Path on Paper; Catch a Wild
Number; Count It Two Ways; About, Not Exact; and Catch the Machine. This booklet is those
six, told as one story you can hold.

You will hear real words from a real math teacher named George Pdlya, who wrote a book
in 1945 called How to Solve It, and from a scientist named Richard Feynman, who told
students not to fool themselves. You will also hear lines from the academy sittings. Those
lines are ours. We do not pretend a Greek philosopher said them.

Each chapter has a story, words to remember, a big idea, something to try with objects on a
table, and a question to ask a grown-up. Calculators wait. Phones wait. The pile on the table
is the judge.

A child who lives with talking tools will meet numbers that arrive finished. Finished is a
feeling, not a proof. This book is practice in unfinished work: a guess that can be wrong,
marks that can skip, two counts that fight, an honest about, and a pile that still sits there
after the screen has spoken. The sittings already say this in a short hour. The booklet is so
you can return without opening the site.

Grown-ups: you are in the room. Five to ten does not run this arc alone with a model. If you
are tempted to be kind and say the total, sit on your hands. Kindness that steals the path is
not kindness in this house.



Chapter 1: Guess, Then Count

Illustration for Chapter 1

There are grapes on the table. Do not touch them yet. Do not open a phone. Look.

How many?



You do not know. That is fine. Knowing is later. First you guess. Write the guess. A wild
guess is still a guess. “About ten.” “About twenty.” “A lot” is not a guess yet — a lot has no
size. Push until the guess has a size, even a wobbly one.

Then count. One grape, two grapes. Move each grape as you count it, or make a mark, or
touch it once. If you skip, the number is a costume. If you count one twice, the number is a
costume with extra buttons.

Only then may a tool look. Not to say the total. The total is already on the table. A tool may
be asked: does this way of counting skip or double? If it answers with a digit and nothing
else, close it. The digit was not the work.

A talking tool can count faster than you can. That is not the point. The point is a head that
knows what about-twelve feels like, so that a wild machine answer rings a bell. If you have
no guess, you cannot catch a wrong answer. You will nod. Nodding is how wrong numbers
walk into a house.

Grown-ups sometimes say guessing is stupid if the tool already knows. The tool does not
know if it drifted. Your guess is the alarm. Do not shame a wild guess. Wild is data. If the
guess was two and the pile is twenty, you learned the size of twenty in your bones. That
lesson does not come from a fluent 20 on a screen.

This sitting is the muscle the rest of math stands on. Estimation is not a baby trick you grow
out of. It is how you keep an oracle honest when you are ten, and when you are forty, and
when a headline says a number that cannot fit the world you can still see.

Think of a room. Before you measure it with a tape, stretch your arms. Before you ask how
long the drive is, look at the sky and the clock. The first number is yours. The second
number is a check. If you skip the first, the second owns you.

Use objects you can move. Grapes, blocks, spoons, buttons. Do not start with a picture of
grapes on a screen. A picture cannot be slid. Sliding is how you know you already counted
that one. If a sibling knocks the pile, that is not a ruined sitting. That is a new pile. Guess
again.

Units sneak in even at five. “Twelve” what? Grapes are not minutes. If a tool says 12 and you
meant spoons, 12 is not a catch — it is a costume in the wrong play. Say the word for the
thing. Twelve spoons. About ten grapes. The sitting Guess, Then Count already warns that a
fluent 47 with the wrong unit is a miss for older bands. Little can still say the name of the
pile.



If they skip the guess, start again. You are not being mean. You are building the muscle. The
academy parent briefing is one sentence: calculators and models both wait. If they skip the
guess, start again. You are building the muscle the rest of math stands on.

Words to Remember
“What is the unknown? What are the data? What is the condition?” — George Polya,
*How to Solve It* (1945)

That means: before you chase an answer, say what you are looking for. A guess is you
naming the unknown with a size.

“If you have no guess, you cannot catch a wrong answer.” — WisdomForge sitting
*Guess, Then Count*

Big Idea
Ballpark first. Count second. Tool third. Digit last. A number with no guess in front of it is a
rumor you are willing to believe.

Try This

1. Put a handful of grapes, blocks, or spoons on the table. Guess how many. Write the guess.
Do not use a phone. 2. Count together. Compare guess and count. Was the guess low, high,
or close? Close is not the prize. Having a guess is the prize. 3. Only then, if a grown-up
agrees, ask a tool about the method, not the total.

Ask a Grown-Up
What number did we believe this week without guessing first?



Chapter 2: The Path on Paper

Illustration for Chapter 2

Sitting 1 was guess, then count. This sitting is: show how you counted.

When you count on your fingers, the fingers are a path. When you make a mark for each
spoon, the marks are a path. A talking tool can say a number without a path. That number



is not yours. Yours is the marks you can point to. If a mark is missing, the number is a guess
wearing a costume.

Write the path. Then, if you want, ask a tool: does this way of counting skip or double? Not:
how many?

A grown-up may want to be kind and tell you the total. Kindness that gives the prize steals
the path. If you ask “how many?”, the answer is: show the marks. Then we can talk. The tool
is closed while you count and mark. It may see the path after.

Imagine two children. One says “seventeen” fast, like a magician. One has seventeen marks
and can point to each. Only the second child can be checked. Only the second child can find
a skip. The first child has a costume number. Costume numbers look finished. They are not.

Mathematics is not a race to a digit. A teacher named Pdlya spent a whole book on how you
walk, not on how fast you arrive. You do not need his whole book today. You need a paper
and a pile. The paper is the math. The pile is the world. The tool is a visitor who may look at
both after they exist.

If you skip the paper, start again. That is not punishment. That is the sitting. Calculators
wait. Phones wait. The path does not wait — it has to be made.

A path can be groups. Five spoons in a bunch, another five. That is still a path you can point
to. A path can be a drawing of the grapes in a line. What a path cannot be is a blank page
and a fluent number borrowed from a screen.

If they ask “how many?”, send them back to the paper. The guide may not give the count.
That line is a hard edge, not a mood. The tool may see the path after. It may not give the
number. If a grown-up is acting as scribe because the child cannot write yet, the grown-up
draws the marks the child calls. The grown-up does not improve the count into a neater
number. Scribe is not ghost.

Transfer to thinking: the claim is the total; the check is the marks. Transfer to Al: ask about
the path; refuse a bare digit. Those two transfers are already in the sitting. This chapter
only makes them slow enough to practice.

Words to Remember
“If you cannot show the path, the number is not yours yet.” — WisdomForge sitting
*The Path on Paper*

Pdlya’s next questions after “What is the unknown?” are “What are the data? What is the
condition?” The data today are the marks. The condition is that each object got one mark. If
you cannot point to the data, you are watching. Watching is not counting.



Big Idea
Marks are the math. A digit without marks is a rumor. Ask about the path. Refuse a bare
digit.

Try This

1. Put a handful of objects on the table. Guess first. Write the guess. 2. Count by making one
mark per object on paper. Do not use a phone. 3. Point to each mark. Did you skip? Did you
double? Walk the path out loud to a grown-up. 4. Only then a tool may look at the marks —
not to say the total.

Ask a Grown-Up
What path did we draw before we believed a number?



Chapter 3: Catch a Wild Number

Illustration for Chapter 3

A number can sound like a grown-up and still be wild.



If you guessed “about ten” and someone says “forty-seven” in a nice voice, your guess is the
alarm. If you have no guess, you will nod. Nodding is how wrong numbers move into the
house. Catch one on the table today, while the objects are still there.

This sitting needs a grown-up who will lie on purpose. That sounds strange. It is training.
The grown-up says a wrong total, sure and kind. You use your guess and your pile to refuse
it. You do not need the grown-up to rescue you with the real total until you have said “that
cannot be” or shown your marks.

Do not laugh a miss down. If you miss, do the sitting again. Wild is data. The guide on a
device must not be first. A fluent wrong number from a tool is the same lesson as a fluent
wrong number from a parent — except the tool will not wink.

Richard Feynman told students that the first principle is not to fool yourself, and that you
are the easiest person to fool. A kind voice is one way we fool ourselves. A screen with extra
digits is another. Your guess is how you notice.

Tools drift. Voices sound sure. “The tool wouldn’t be wrong” is a hope, not a check. Your pile
is the check. Keep the objects out. The catch happens while the world is still visible.

Later, headlines will do this to you with bigger piles: money, crowds, minutes. The muscle is
the same. About-ten versus forty-seven. If forty-seven cannot fit the grapes you can still see,
you say no. You do not need a speech. You need a no.

The grown-up supplies one confident wrong total. The guide on a device must not be first.
Do not shame a miss. Repeat. Integrity for this sitting: do not let the guide be the one who
announces the catch. The child must say it. If you say “that’s wrong!” for them, you stole the
alarm the way a total steals a path.

Optional, after they caught the grown-up: ask a tool a counting question they already know.
See if they would have caught a wild answer. If they would not, the sitting is not done. The
pile is still there. Try again with a smaller pile.

What made the wrong number sound true? A smile. A fast voice. Extra digits. A screen.
Name the costume. Naming the costume is how it gets less magic.

Words to Remember
“The first principle is that you must not fool yourself — and you are the easiest person
to fool.” — Richard Feynman, “Cargo Cult Science,” Caltech commencement, 1974

“A guess is an alarm. Without it, a fluent wrong number walks in.” — WisdomForge
sitting *Catch a Wild Number*



Big Idea
Fluent is a style. Truth is a check. A confident wrong number still rings the bell if you
guessed first.

Try This

1. Guess. Write it. Count with objects. Keep the objects out. 2. A grown-up says a wrong total,
sure and kind. 3. You say whether that number can be right, using the guess and the pile. 4.
Ask: what made the wrong number sound true? 5. Only then check the real count together.
The tool stays closed until after the catch.

Ask a Grown-Up
What wrong number did we catch today — and how did we know?



Chapter 4: Count It Two Ways

Illustration for Chapter 4

A pile does not change because you counted it differently.



If your two counts disagree, one path skipped or doubled. That is good news. You found a
leak. A tool that gives you a third number without looking at your marks is hiding the leak.
Show both paths. Then we can talk.

Same objects. First count by ones with marks. Second count by twos, or by moving into
groups of five. If they mismatch, the work is to find the skip — not to average, not to ask a
phone. The guide may not declare the true total until you have looked at both paths.

A mismatch is the lesson. Do not smooth it away. Grown-ups like smooth. Smooth hides the
skip. The skip is the math.

Scientists say measure twice. This is measure twice with grapes. Two honest paths that
agree are a check. Two honest paths that disagree are a mystery you can solve with your
eyes. A tool is not a tie-breaker for work you did not show.

Which path felt safer, and why? Ones are slow and hard to lose. Groups are faster and easy
to skip. Both can be honest. Both can leak. The pile does not care which you prefer. The pile
is still the pile.

If someone says “let’s just ask the tool which is right,” the answer is: the pile is still here.
The marks are still here. Find the skip first.

Science transfer: measure twice. Same world, two looks. If the looks fight, you do not
average them into peace. You find the skip. Integrity: do not let a model pick a winner
between two unmarked guesses. After both paths exist, you may ask a tool whether
grouping by twos could skip one. You may not ask what the number is.

Ones, then groups. New marks for the second path. Do not erase the first. Both paths stay on
the table so a skip has somewhere to be seen. If they match, you have a check. Matching is
not a reason to skip the second path next time. The second path is how you know the first
was not luck.

Words to Remember
“Matching paths are a check. A tool is not a tie-breaker for work you did not show.”
— WisdomForge sitting *Count It Two Ways*

Pdlya asked what the data are. Here the data are the same pile counted two ways. If the
data fight, you do not pick a winner by voice. You look again.

Big Idea
Two paths, one pile. Agreement is a check. Disagreement is a leak. The leak is the work.



Try This
1. Guess. Count by ones. Marks on paper. 2. Count the same pile by twos or fives. New
marks. 3. Do they match? If not, find the skip together. No phone. 4. Ask a grown-up: which

path felt safer, and why?

Ask a Grown-Up
When did two ways of counting disagree — and what did we find?



Chapter 5: About, Not Exact

Illustration for Chapter 5

Sometimes the honest number is “about twelve,” not a fake exact.

Exact comes after a path. About comes first. Some piles are too big for one sitting: a jar of
beans, a bookshelf, cars in a lot from the window. You cannot finish in ten seconds. The



work is a responsible about. Then count a handful and scale with a grown-up in plain
words — “about four handfuls.” No formula. No pretend.

A tool loves exact. Exact is a costume if nobody counted. Today we practice about, then we
count a piece, then we see if the about still holds. The tool does not get to be first. Do not
pretend a model counted the jar.

About is not laziness. Exact without a path is the laziness. “About isn’t real math” is a
grown-up mistake. About is the size. Exact is the path finished. We need both. We do not
skip to a digit we did not earn.

Headlines love exact. “47” looks more true than “about fifty” even when nobody counted.
Size comes first. If a phone says “exactly 47” for a jar nobody emptied, that 47 is not more
honest than your about. It is less honest. It borrowed the costume of finished work.

Look. Say about-how-many out loud. Write it. Count one handful or one shelf. Write that
exact. With a grown-up, say: about how many handfuls in the whole? Would “exactly 47”
from a phone be more honest than our about? Usually no.

Do not pretend a model counted the jar. About is not laziness. Exact without a path is the
laziness. Civics transfer: headlines love exact; size comes first. After the about is written,
you may ask a tool what would make the about too small. You may not ask for the exact
total.

A jar you cannot finish in ten seconds is the right jar. A pile of four grapes is the wrong jar
for this sitting — four should be counted. Save four for sitting 1. Sitting 5 is the messy pile,
the shelf, the lot from the window. The honest sentence is “about,” then a sample, then a
grown-up’s plain-word scale. No formula. Little does not need a proportion yet. They need
the courage to say about and mean it.

Words to Remember
“About is a number with a size. Fake exact is a rumor with extra digits.” —
WisdomForge sitting *About, Not Exact*

Fermi, a scientist, was famous for guessing sizes when a precise count was not yet in hand
— how many, about. He did not pretend the about was a laboratory total. He used it as a
size to think with.

Big Idea
About is a grown-up word. Exact is earned. A tool’s extra digits are not a count you did.



Try This

1. Look at a jar, a shelf, or cars from a window. Say about-how-many out loud. Write it. 2.
Count one handful or one shelf. Write that exact. 3. With a grown-up, say: about how many
handfuls in the whole? 4. Ask: would “exactly 47” from a phone be more honest than our

about?

Ask a Grown-Up
Where did “about” tell the truth better than a fake exact?



Chapter 6: Catch the Machine

Illustration for Chapter 6

The last sitting: guess, path, then a tool.



If the tool’s number fights your path, you keep the path until you find the leak — in you or
in it. Maybe you skipped. Maybe the tool drifted. Both are possible. Neither is solved by
nodding.

This is the capstone of the little math arc, not a calculator lesson. Objects on the table. Guess
written. Marks on paper. Then — only then — a parent-approved tool may be asked
whether the method skips or doubles. If it answers with a total, close it. If it disagrees with
the pile, believe the pile first. You are in the room. Five to ten: grown-up present. The tool is
never first hand.

If the tool gives the total, that turn is a miss. Start the check again with a method question.
The child’s marks are the work. A copied total is not a sitting.

You guessed. You marked. Now a tool may look. If it says a number that cannot fit the pile
you can still see, the pile wins until you find a skip. This is the whole little math we needed:
a head with a size, a hand with a path, and a house that does not bow to a fluent digit.

“The tool already knows how many.” Then it can wait. We still guess. We still mark.
Knowing is not the same as us having done it.

The Hour books — Mathematics for Homeschooling and the banded math Hours — remain a
different product. They teach more math than this booklet. This booklet teaches the alarm.
Keep the alarm when those books open a harder page. Keep the alarm when a phone is
faster than your pencil. The pile is still the judge.

Try This happens on paper before any model. If the tool gives the total, that turn is a miss.
Start the check again with a method question. Evaluate: guess written? Path on paper? Tool
asked about method, not total? Pile still in view? If any answer is no, you did not finish the
capstone. You practiced a different game: fetching a digit.

Al transfer: estimate before the oracle; path before the prize. Science transfer: the world on
the table beats a fluent answer. Dinner: did a tool try to go first today — and what did we
do? That question is the house rule in one line. Ask it even on days you do not open this
booklet.

Five to ten: grown-up present. The tool is never first hand. A copied total is not a sitting. If
they want to “just see what it says,” they may, after the three-beat, as a curiosity. Curiosity is
not the work. The work already happened on the paper.

Words to Remember
“Guess. Path. Then the tool. The pile is still the judge.” — WisdomForge sitting *Catch
the Machine*



“The first principle is that you must not fool yourself — and you are the easiest person
to fool.” — Richard Feynman, 1974

Feynman was talking to scientists. The pile on the table is the same principle at five years
old.

Big Idea
Estimate before the oracle. Path before the prize. The world on the table beats a fluent
answer.

Try This

1. Guess. Write it. 2. Count with marks. Keep the objects out. 3. Ask a grown-up to hear the
path out loud. 4. Only then a tool may be asked: “Did we skip or double?” If it says the total,
close it and ask again. 5. If tool and pile fight, believe the pile until you find the leak.

Ask a Grown-Up
Did a tool try to go first today — and what did we do?

For the Grown-Up Reader

This booklet is built from the six live Little sittings in Number in the Age of AI (‘estimate-
first’ through ‘catch-the-machine’). It is not a historical-figure booklet. It is not the Hour
book Mathematics for Homeschooling. Do not skip this spine because that book exists.

Quotes: Polya, How to Solve It (Princeton, 1945), the opening heuristic questions. Feynman,
“Cargo Cult Science,” Caltech 1974, as printed in Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman! and in
his unsolicited-advice file; the fool-yourself sentence is the one used here. Fermi is named
for order-of-magnitude practice, not quoted from a primary paper in this band. Academy
lines are labeled WisdomForge. We did not put them in a dead philosopher’s mouth.

Hard edges from the sittings still hold. The tool is closed while they count. The guide may
not give the total. Do not shame a wild guess. A grown-up supplies one confident wrong
total in sitting 3; the child must say the catch. Two paths before any tool in sitting 4. Do not
pretend a model counted the jar. Five to ten: grown-up present. If the tool gives the total,
that turn is a miss.

Medical dosing is a professional, not a model. This booklet never asks a chat for a dose.

If you want the young-band language, use the middle booklet: ballpark, units, Fermi size,
Photomath as an instrument not a method. If you want academic integrity, use the high



booklet. If you want the household alarm — tip, travel time, a news statistic — use the adult
booklet. Little is objects on a table and a grown-up who will not say the total.

The six slugs, in order: ‘estimate-first, ‘path-on-paper’, ‘check-the-wild-answer’, ‘same-
quantity-two-ways’, ‘about-not-exact’, ‘catch-the-machine’. Little 6/6 is already gold on the
site. This booklet does not replace those pages. It is the thing you can print or hand to a
Hermes agent as UTF-8. Do not invent a seventh sitting. Do not skip sitting 3 because lying
on purpose feels unkind. The lie is the drill.

Pélya is cited from How to Solve It, not from classroom folklore. Feynman is cited from the
1974 Caltech address as published. If a line is from a WisdomForge sitting, the attribution
says so. That honesty is the same muscle as a path on paper.

This booklet is free. There is no purchase button. There is no payment system on the
academy right now. The sittings stay live whether or not you download the PDF. Download
Markdown is for a parent’s Hermes agent: one UTF-8 file, headings that match the chapters,
not a dump of PDF pages. Do not ask a tool to write the child’s marks. The marks are the
sitting.

About WisdomForge

WisdomForge writes the same idea four times: elementary, middle, high, and adult. The
facts do not change. The sentences do. This is the elementary band of Number in the Age of
Al There is no purchase button. The PDF and the Markdown are free. The pile on the table
is still the judge even when the download is pretty. The middle band adds ballparks, units,
and headlines. The high band treats path-over-prize as academic integrity. The adult band
is the household alarm. Sittings stay live. This booklet is the thing you can download and
keep. A grown-up who wants units and headlines should open the middle band, not push
this one past grapes. Grapes first. Keep the pile in the room. Do not skip the guess.
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