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2      |      Mensa Foundation Lesson Plan: FIBONACCI

Lesson 1: Introduction to Fibonacci numbers

Have you ever pulled the petals off of a daisy? If you look closely at the center of a daisy, you 
will find that the yellow center is not solid. It is made up of sets of spirals that go out from 
the center.  It’s not just daisies! Nature is all about math. 

Look at the bottom of a pinecone. It has those 
same kinds of spirals. They don’t go around 
and around in a circle – they go out like fire-
works. Look at the pictures below to see what 
that looks like. How many spirals go in the 
clockwise direction (green lines)? How many 
spirals go in a counter-clockwise direction 
(yellow lines)? Isn’t that strange? Wouldn’t 
you expect that they would be the same?

To understand the spirals in pinecones, pineapples, daisies and lots of other things in 
nature, we have to meet a mathematician named Leonardo de Pisa. Most people call him 
Fibonacci (pronounced fib-o-nawch-ee). About 800 years ago, he wrote a book in which he 
included a math problem that went like this:

“A certain man put a pair of rabbits in a place surrounded by a wall. How many pairs of 
rabbits can be produced from that pair in a year if it is supposed that every month each 
pair begets a new pair from which the second month on becomes productive?”  
(Liber abbaci, pp. 283-284)

(Isn’t it weird that they had word problems 800 years ago?) Fibonacci’s work on this problem led him to this 
sequence of numbers:

0,  1,  1,  2,  3,  5,  8,  13,  21,  34,  55,  89,  144  …

Can you figure out what the next number in the sequence will be?

We call this the Fibonacci sequence, and the numbers are called Fibonacci numbers. To get the next number 
in the sequence, you add the previous two numbers together. Now go back and look at those pinecone spi-
rals. What do you notice about the number of spirals in each direction, now that you know about Fibonacci 
numbers?
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