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UNLOCKING MATH MOTIVATION:
THE ENDURING APPEAL OF
ALGEBRA WITH PIZZAZZ
CREATIVE PUBLICATIONS

For  generations  of  middle  school  and
high  school  students,  the  phrase
"Algebra  With  Pizzazz"  has  sparked  a
unique blend of groans and grins. It’s not
your  typical  algebra  textbook.  Instead,
it ’s  a  col lection  of  puzzle-based
worksheets  published  by  Creative
Publications that turned algebraic drills
into code-breaking adventures. Decades
after its introduction, the series remains
a favorite among educators seeking to
foster critical thinking without sacrificing
engagement. In this article, we’ll explore
what  makes  Algebra  With  Pizzazz
Creative  Publications  so  effective,
how  it  differs  from  traditional  algebra
resources, and why it continues to be a
g o - t o  t o o l  f o r  t e a c h e r s  a n d
homeschooling  parents.

What Exactly Is
Algebra With
Pizzazz?
Algebra  With  Pizzazz  is  a  series  of
supplementary  workbooks—often  used
a longs ide  a  s tanda rd  a lgeb ra

curriculum—published  by  Creative
Publications,  a  company  known  for
innovative  math  materials.  Each  page
presents  a  set  of  algebra  problems
(simplifying  expressions,  solving
equations,  factoring,  graphing,  etc.).
After solving each problem, students find
the corresponding answer  in  a  grid  or
list.  That  answer  reveals  a  letter  or
number,  which  they  fill  into  a  riddle,  a
joke answer, or a mysterious message.
The  payoff?  A  laugh  or  an  “aha!”
moment  that  makes  the  effort
worthwhile.
The  “pizzazz”  part  refers  to  the  fun,
puzzle-like  quality  that  breaks  the
tedium  of  repetitive  problem  sets.
Instead  of  a  dry  l ist  of  exercises,
students  get  a  reason  to  check  their
work: if  the letters don’t spell  a word,
they know they made a  mistake.  This
built-in self‑checking mechanism is one
of  the  key  reasons  the  series  has
remained popular since its inception in
the 1970s and 1980s.

The Philosophy
Behind Creative
Publications’
Approach
Creative  Publications,  the  original
publisher of Algebra With Pizzazz (and its
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pre‑algebra  sibling,  Pre‑Algebra  With
Pizzazz), built their materials on a simple
principle:  learning  math  can  be
enjoyable  and  intr ins ica l ly
motivating.  The puzzles are designed
to  make  algebra  accessible,  especially
for  students  who  might  find  traditional
textbooks  intimidating.  By  coupling
algebraic  practice  with  humor  and
wordplay,  the  authors  (Steve  Marcy,
Janis Marcy, and others) created a bridge
between rote computation and genuine
problem‑solving.
The series covers topics typically taught
in an Algebra 1 course: integers, order of
operations,  variables,  equations,
inequalities,  polynomials,  factoring,
rational  expressions,  systems  of
equations,  and  even  some  quadratic
functions.  Each  topic  is  broken  into
multiple  puzzle  worksheets  that
progressively  increase  in  difficulty.  This
scaffolding  helps  students  build
confidence while mastering core algebra
skills.

Why Teachers
Still Reach for
Algebra With
Pizzazz
In  an  era  of  digital  apps  and  online
learning  platforms,  why  do  physical
worksheets  from  the  1980s  remain
relevant? The answer lies in their design
and the psychology of motivation.

Immediate feedback through
self‑checking puzzles: Students
instantly know if their answers are
correct because the decoded
message won’t make sense

otherwise. This eliminates the
need for a teacher to grade every
single problem.
Reduced math anxiety: The
playful format lowers the stakes. A
wrong answer isn’t a failure—it’s a
clue that the student needs to
re‑examine their steps. The
puzzles often have built‑in humor
(corny jokes, puns, brain teasers)
that lightens the atmosphere.
Differentiation made easy:
Because the worksheets are
organized by skill, teachers can
assign specific puzzle pages to
individual students based on their
learning needs. Struggling learners
can practice basic operations while
advanced students tackle more
complex puzzles.
Engagement for reluctant
learners: Many students who
otherwise “tune out” during math
drills will eagerly complete a
puzzle. The promise of discovering
the punchline to a joke can be a
powerful incentive.
Easy to photocopy and use: In
schools with limited technology
budgets, reproducible worksheets
are a practical, no‑fuss solution.

Structuring a
Lesson with
Algebra With
Pizzazz
Effective  teachers  often  integrate  these
puzzles as a warm‑up, a station activity,
or  a  homework  assignment.  A  typical
lesson might follow this flow:
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Direct instruction: Introduce the1.
algebraic concept (e.g., solving
two‑step equations) using a
traditional approach.
Guided practice: Solve a few2.
example problems together as a
class.
Independent practice with a3.
puzzle: Hand out the
corresponding Algebra With
Pizzazz worksheet. Instruct
students to solve each problem
and fill in the answer grid to
decode a riddle or message.
Discussion and celebration:4.
When students finish, they share
the joke or answer. This creates a
positive, communal moment that
reinforces the learning.

Because the puzzles  are  self‑checking,
teachers  can  circulate  and  provide
targeted help to students who are stuck,
rather  than  spending  time  marking
papers.  The  result  is  a  more  efficient
classroom environment where students
take ownership of their learning.

Sample Puzzle
Types and Their
Educational
Value
The creators of Algebra With Pizzazz
Creative  Publications  developed
several  distinct  puzzle  formats,  each
tailored to different algebraic skills.

Riddle or Joke Pages: The most
common type. Students solve
problems, then match their
answers to letters that produce a

punchline. Example: “Why was the
algebra book so sad? Because it
had too many problems!” While
the humor is intentionally silly, the
cognitive process of checking
answers against a code reinforces
accuracy.
Mystery Message or Fact
Pages: Instead of a joke, the
decoded message might be an
interesting fact (e.g., a historical
date or a science tidbit). This
broadens the educational impact.
Secret Path Mazes: Students
navigate a maze by solving
equations that direct them to the
correct path. This format
emphasizes sequential logic and
error‑checking.
Logic Grids: Some puzzles
require students to use algebraic
reasoning alongside deduction,
blending math with critical
thinking.

Each format forces students to engage
with  the material  actively,  rather  than
passively  copying  steps.  The  need  to
produce  a  coherent  message  means
they must be precise—a small arithmetic
error can scramble the entire punchline.
This  naturally  encourages  students  to
slow down, double‑check their work, and
develop good mathematical habits.

Adapting Algebra
With Pizzazz for
Modern
Classrooms
Although  the  original  books  are  no
longer in print (the rights were acquired
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by  Pearson,  and  later  versions  were
released  under  the  Prentice  Hall
umbrella),  many  teachers  still  use
photocopies  of  the  classic  worksheets,
and  digital  scans  are  widely  shared
among educator communities. For those
who want a fresh take, the approach has
inspired newer puzzle‑based resources.
However,  the  original  series  remains
unmatched  in  its  blend  of  curriculum
alignment and wit.
Teachers  can  easily  integrate  these
puzzles  into  a  blended  learning
environment.  For  example:

Use a puzzle as an offline station
during a rotation that also includes
an online adaptive program like
Khan Academy or IXL.
Scan a puzzle and display it on a
Smartboard for a whole‑class
challenge, with students solving
problems on whiteboards and
revealing the message collectively.
Assign a puzzle for “fun
homework” (students often enjoy
doing it even if it’s optional).

Furthermore,  the  puzzles  serve  as
excellent review material before a unit
test.  The  mix  of  problem  types  on  a
single  page  forces  students  to  recall
mult ip le  sk i l ls—an  ideal  way  to
consolidate  learning.

Criticisms and
Limitations
No  resource  is  perfect.  Some  critics
argue  that  the  puzzles  can  become
predictable after a while, and the corny
jokes  may  not  resonate  with  older  or
more  sophisticated  students.  Others
point  out  that  the  self ‑checking
mechanism  is  only  as  good  as  the

student’s  honesty—some  may  look  up
the answer key (which is often printed in
the back of  the teacher’s  edition)  and
bypass  the  work.  Additionally,  the
worksheets  are  not  aligned  to  any
specific  state  standards,  so  teachers
must  verify  content  coverage.
Never the less ,  when  used  as  a
supplement—not  a  replacement—for
comprehensive instruction, Algebra With
Pizzazz  remains  a  highly  effective  tool.
Its strengths far outweigh its limitations
for most classroom contexts.

Where to Find
Algebra With
Pizzazz
Resources Today
Because  the  o r ig ina l  C reat ive
Publications  books  are  out  of  print,
locating them requires a bit of detective
work. Here are common sources:

Teacher‑to‑teacher sharing
sites: Websites like Teachers Pay
Teachers often have scanned or
re‑created puzzle pages inspired
by the original series.
Used book sales and thrift
stores: Many schools discarded
their copies when adopting newer
curricula, but they can reappear in
library sales or on eBay.
Digital PDF collections: Some
educational repositories host
complete PDFs of the original
books, though teachers should
respect copyright laws. Some
districts have licenses for older
materials.
Republished editions: Look for
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titles like “Algebra With Pizzazz:
Practice Puzzles and Exercises” by
Marcy and Marcy, sometimes
found under the Dale Seymour
Publications or Pearson imprint.

For  those  who  cannot  access  the
originals, many educators have created
their own puzzle worksheets inspired by
the format. A quick search for “algebra
riddle worksheets” will yield hundreds of
free  alternatives  that  replicate  the
self‑checking,  code‑based  approach.

Conclusion: The
Lasting Legacy
of Pizzazz in
Algebra

Education
Algebra  With  Pizzazz  Creative
Publications  is  more than a nostalgic
reminder of math class in the 1980s and
1990s.  It  represents  a  thoughtful,
learner‑centered  approach  to  practice
that many modern digital tools are still
trying  to  repl icate.  By  wrapping
algebraic  problems  in  puzzles  and
humor, the series proves that math does
not have to be dry or intimidating. For
teachers seeking to add a spark of fun to
their lessons, and for students who need
a reason to care about getting the right
answer,  these  worksheets  deliver  time
and  again.  The  “pizzazz”  may  have
started with a pun, but its real power is
in  making  a lgebra  memorab le ,
accessible, and yes—even enjoyable.


