
OREGON TRAIL MATH ACTIVITY  •  GRADES 3–6

LESSON OBJECTIVES

• Solve word problems involving 
money and fractions

• Investigate details of U.S. coins

SUPPLIES

• Clay (optional)
• Sculpting tools (optional)
• Construction paper (optional)
• Glue (optional)

LEARN

Describe the different coins students are 
likely to be familiar with. They should know 
U.S. pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters. 
They may also know foreign coins or rarer 
U.S. coins such as dollar coins.  
 
Writing about her journey on the Oregon 
Trail, Tabitha Brown wrote, “I [found] 
something in the end of my glove finger 
which I supposed to be a button. On 
examination at my new home in Salem, 
I found it to be a six and one-fourth cent 
piece. . . .” But how could there be a coin 
worth six and one-fourth cents?

Tabitha was originally from Massachusetts. 
When her family began its journey out west, 
the United States did not yet have standard 
currency that was used and accepted 
throughout the entire country—different 
states used different money. In some places, 
Americans used Spanish coins to pay for 
goods or services. In Massachusetts, eight 
Spanish dollars were considered equal to 
one U.S. dollar.

INTRODUCTION

Students read a passage about Tabitha Brown’s experience on the Oregon Trail and how 
she was able to achieve her goals with very little money to her name. Students will learn 
how United States currency was different in the 1840s from the way it is today and use 
their creativity to design a new coin. 

CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING

•   If eight Spanish dollars were equal to one U.S. dollar, 
how many cents was one Spanish dollar worth?  
[12.5 cents]

•   What Spanish coin equals the amount of the six-and- 
one-fourth-cent piece that Tabitha found?   
[Spanish half dollar]
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DESIGN A COIN
Challenge students to design their own coin. 
Tabitha wrote that with the coin she found, 
she “purchased three needles.” 

• Have students research online how much 
three sewing needles cost today.

• Have students decide how much their 
coins will be worth. Choose a value similar 
to the cost of three needles today.

• Have students assign their coin a name. 
Suggest that they brainstorm words 
similar to “penny,” “nickel,” “dime,” or 
“quarter.”

Ask students to look closely at a U.S. coin. 
What do they see on it? What sorts of images 
and text do they see, and what details do 
they notice about the color and shape?

Now it’s time to make the coin! If possible, 
have students use clay, paper, and glue. If 
unavailable, have them draw the front and 
back of it. Ask them questions to help them 
think through how their unique coin will look:

• What text will be on your coin? Why?

• What images will be on your coin? Why?

• How big will your coin be, and what 
texture will the edges be? Why?
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ACTIVITY TIP
The cost of sewing 
needles can vary 

wildly, depending on 
the size, type, and 

brand. Let students 
have their coins be 

worth as much or as 
little as they want.

EXTEND THE LESSON
Have students research online other U.S. currency throughout 
history, such as two-dollar bills, dollar coins, half-dollar coins,  
and even 20-cent coins, 3-cent coins, and half-cent coins. They 
could similarly research coins of other places in the world and 
throughout history.

• Ask students to choose two coins that they found and create a 
Venn diagram. What about the coins is similar? What is different? 
Have them think about all aspects of the coins, including their 
appearance, value, and history. 

• To incorporate writing in your math activity, ask students to  
write a paragraph about a coin they chose. When was it first 
minted? How much would it be worth today? What text and 
images are on the coin?


