
FOUR METRES SQUARE OR FOUR SQUARE METRES?

People get very confused with area and volume and a lot of it is to do with the vocabulary.
At a first glance you may think that 4 metres square would be the same thing as 4 square
metres but we’ll see in a minute that they aren’t the same at all.  
It’s not helped by the fact that the shorthand for square metres is written with the m first
and the 2 (shorthand for squared) afterwards: m2

So what’s 4 square metres then?

Here’s one example, 4m by 1m

Here’s another, 2m by 2m

Investigate for yourself

• Draw a 3m square – only a sketch of course like the ones above (check you’ve drawn a
square and labelled it 3m by 3m)

• Calculate its area
• Can you draw a representation of 3m2?

What do we mean by 4
metres square? Well we
mean a square shape that
measures 4m by 4m:

But we learned in the
‘Perimeters in daily life’ activity
that the area of this square is
4m x 4m = 16m2

We can prove this by
showing all the square
metres like we did before:

In this example the
4 metre square
has an area of
16 square metres (16m2)

4m 

4m 

4m 
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If each member of boyband
One Direction

tweets 10 times in
one hour, how
mant tweets do
One Direction

make in a week

• Try a 2m square and a 5m square and so on
• What about a 1m square?

Buying floor covering
Whether you’re buying laminate flooring or carpet you will
need to measure the room so that you can work out the
number of square metres (m2 the area) you require.
Good carpet shops will come and measure for you, but if
you are buying from a DIY store you need to make sure
your measurements are accurate.  
• Make a sketch of the room and fill the measurements
in.  

• Divide the room up into rectangles so that you can work
out the total area.

• If you need gripper rods or edge trim you will need to work out the distance all the
way round your room (the perimeter).      

What about volume?

Volume is the space taken up by a 3 dimensional shape (3D), like a cupboard, or a load of
concrete, or a box, or a ball.
Volume is calculated from the three dimensions of the shape, often: length x breadth x
width. 
It is measured in cubic units; for example, cubic metres which are written as m3.
We need volume in all sorts of situations, particularly work-related ones in the
construction industry. Millions of pounds have been lost by miscalculating the quantities of
materials required for jobs. Why does this happen?
As soon as you start multiplying numbers together then they begin to grow very quickly
and often we fail to realise that. It’s all about getting a ‘feel’ for numberS.
Look at the example below:

25 + 42 + 65 = 132
But

25 x 42 x 65 = 68,250



Let’s see what happens when we compare cubic centimetres cm3 and cubic metres m3
• Suppose we have a cube which measures 1m by 1m by 1m – its volume is 1 x 1 x 1 = 1m3
• How many cubic centimetres is this?
• First change each measurement to centimetres then multiply them together to find the
volume:

1m = 100cm so the volume is 100 x 100 x 100 = 1,000,000 cm3

This catches lots of people out. Ask people how many cubic centimetres there are in a cubic
metre and you will often get the answer 1000 (try it yourself – ask around and see what
people say). It’s always worth going back to the original one metre cube, changing it to
centimetres and working from there.

Getting a feel for numbers
Numbers aren’t a mystery – the more you find out, the more you understand and get a feel
for them. There’s a legend about the inventor of chess.  He was asked by the emperor what he
would like for inventing such a great game and replied ‘One grain of rice for the first square,
two for the second, four for the third and carry on doubling the number of grains until you
get to the last square.’ The Emperor thought this a pretty modest request and agreed but in
actual fact look at the table below to get some idea of how much rice is involved:

This is just the first six squares and there are 64 on a chess board. Then you’ve got to add
them all up. You may like to explore this yourself but in case you never get to the end, the
Emperor found he owed the inventor 18,446,744,073,709,551,615 grains of rice – a heap
larger than Mount Everest!

One cubic metre = one million cubic centimetres!

Square on
chessboard

Number of
grains of rice

1 1
2 2
3 4
4 8
5 16
6 32


