All You Ever Wanted to Know About Pi

Pi is typically thought of as a mathematical concept that you were forced to learn in grade school, thinking “I am never going to use this in real life.”  However, the situations that require the use of pi in various calculations range from engineering projects to determining how much dough to use for a pizza crust. Engineers use pi in formulas like lateral area and area of a sector to build structural objects and to find the amount of space objects take up. Agricultural professionals use pi for building fences and utilities for farming or animal care. Architects use pi to build bridges, buildings, and houses. Building things like a circular barbecue pit in your back yard also involve pi. 
So, how does pi work, and how can you use it to accomplish all these amazing feats? Simply put, pi is the number of times a circle’s diameter will fit around its circumference.  By relating diameter to circumference, pi makes it possible to calculate the area, circumference, and volume of circular objects.

How and when was pi discovered? The history of pi dates back almost 4000 years. During those 4000 years, calculating pi has been one of the most enduring challenges man has ever faced. It all started almost 4000 years ago with the ancient Egyptians and Babylonians. No one knows for sure how they calculated the number for pi. Some say they drew a giant circle and measured its circumference and diameter with rope eventually calculating that pi was equal to slightly greater than 3. This calculation of pi, although not as accurate as those of today, was the beginning of a mystery that still isn’t fully solved.

Pi did start with the ancient Egyptians and Babylonians, but ground breaking discoveries did not start until the Greeks began working on the mystery of pi.

Antiphon of Athens was the first to take a huge leap forward in the mystery of pi. Antiphon drew regular polygons within the circle finding its area and doubling the sides of the polygons again and again. Eventually Antiphon saw that the polygon would have so many sides that it would become a circle. This process would become the first mathematical way of figuring pi but it was very complicated and time-consuming.


The famous mathematician and physicist Archimedes of Syracuse made a huge contribution to the calculation of pi. Archimedes used a different method than Antiphon. Instead of calculating the area of the polygons like Antiphon he calculated the circle’s circumference. Archimedes delicately calculated pi to 3.1416. 

In the past calculating pi was incredibly difficult and time consuming since there were no calculators or computers. Several mathematicians devoted their lives to calculating pi. All calculations were done by the human mind, but now pi can be calculated by supercomputers to millions of decimal places. This gives mathematicians plenty of time to ponder other aspects of pi. One astronomer even wrote a science fiction novel about the notion that pi, in binary format (zeroes and ones), contains a message from the gods!

Millions of people use pi everyday in their personal and professional lives to calculate area, circumference, and volume of circular objects. Objects that are not circular would not use pi. Pi is connected to every circle or circular object in our universe, making pi a very important concept, even for “regular people.” 
Georgia CTAE Resource Network

Instructional Resources Office

Written by: Philip Ledford, Kayla Calhoun, Dr. Frank Flanders

April 2009


