Roman Coin Adventure Lesson Plan

Bradley Stott, History Department Head, Keith Country Day School
Lesson: This project, consisting of approximately three class periods, will allow students to excavate and hopefully identify an un-cleaned ancient Roman coin which they may keep for themselves while learning about Imperial Rome and the economic policies of Roman emperors. A writing component will allow students to imagine living in the empire.
Objectives: The project will help students understand the overall benefits of a coined money system to that of a barter system, learn about the mechanics of inflation, deflation and the devaluation of currency (specifically in respect to the policies and actions of ancient Roman emperors), explore the reasons for the “fall” of the Roman Empire and practice creative writing techniques in the form of historical fiction by imagining themselves in the place of an ancient Roman citizen, slave or emperor through connected to the coin they find and identify. State objective 16.A.4a—Analyze and report historical events to determine cause-and-effect relationships is accomplished in this project.
Materials Needed: Un-cleaned ancient Roman coins (one for each student), large wide container (made from wood or a plastic bin), two trowels, two small paintbrushes, one gallon of distilled water, a roll of paper towels, Handbook of Imperial Roman Coins by David Van Meter, 6-8 coin cleaning kits consisting of a hand towel, 2 toothpicks, vial of olive oil, 3 small plastic containers with lids, magnifying glass, toothbrush, and handout with coin cleaning tips. Additional coin cleaning tips, overall project instructions including the creative writing element are also linked through the project website at www.mrstott.com/romancoins.html. An article entitled Ancient Rome On Five Denarii A Day: Your Essential Guide to Rome in AD 200 by Philip Matyszak will be given to students as a way of helping students get a feel for how money was spent and what life was like in Ancient Rome during the Imperial Pax Romana.
Preplanning: Ideally, more coins should be ordered by the teacher than the students will need for this activity. Sources for coins are numerous, but coins and coin cleaning kits may be purchased from www.romancoins.net and kits may be put together not too inexpensively by the teacher. In this way, coins more likely to be identified successfully can be sorted out from the group and be used for the activity. The teacher may wish to try cleaning some of the more difficult coins in order to understand the process and time involved. Some ancient coins have little or no identifiable markings left on them and will turn out essentially to be metal slugs. Ancient coins are commonly picked over by collectors to extract the silver and gold examples, so that one will likely be left only with bronze or copper. Ideally, students will be taken outside for this activity, but if this is not possible, a tarp could be placed in the center of the classroom. A box with sand or a sand/soil mix should be prepared and the coins dropped in randomly. Shake the sand and the coins should sink down lower in the mix. This introduction is optional, but creates excitement, anticipation and randomly distributes coins. Some coins will be easy to identify, others nearly impossible. Therefore, ample time should be provided for cleaning and identification before assignments are due.
Instructional Input: Students will have previously completed study guides describing Imperial Roman experimentation with currency. Many emperors minted new currency in an attempt to prop up faltering economies or to pay soldiers during times of emergency or revolt. Emperors increasingly minted coins from bronze, lessened the quantities of silver and gold or coated copper coins with a thin layer of gold or silver. A PowerPoint presentation and discussion of the causes of inflation and devaluation will take place before the project in order to provide background and a base level understanding. An  instructional worksheet and website (www.mrstott.com/romancoins.html) will be used by students and direct them in cleaning and identifying their coins as well as guide them in their creative writing. 
Activity:

Class begins by creating random groups (in this case about three in each group). Each group will be given a Roman coin cleaning kit (obtained from www.romancoins.net). Students will bring their kits with them outside where the sand box, distilled water (minerals and chemicals in tap water will ruin the coins) and olive oil will be waiting for them. One group at a time will excavate with trowels and paint brushes while the others look on. Once each of the participants has found a coin, the second group will follow and so on. The teacher should be sure students are taking for themselves only the first coin they see rather than surveying for coins. Do not allow any one student to take more than one coin from the box. Cleaning and identifying coins takes time and patience, so water and oil should be made available to them and 5-10 minutes at the beginning of each class for the next few weeks given to cleaning and switching the coin from olive oil to distilled water and back again. This time could also be used to identify their coins or do some creative writing.
Check for understanding: During initial soaking and cleaning efforts, individual discussions within groups and with the instructor will take place. The teacher will refer students back to the instructions of the project at www.mrstott.com/romancoins.html often. Students should check with the teacher and their text when writing to be sure their work is historically accurate.
Closure: The instructor will close the project by restating that the “fall” of the Roman Empire was largely a gradual economic shift from the Western Mediterranean to the Eastern with a move from Rome to Constantinople. Although there were brief attempts to restore glory to the Italian Peninsula (like in Ravenna) the economic center of the Mediterranean had shifted to the East. This can be charted largely by following the gold and silver coinage, which became plentiful in the Byzantine Empire later in time. 
Assessment/Evaluation: Student identification and evaluation worksheets and their creative writing will be graded on level of effort, engagement and understanding. This project will be 20% of each student’s overall grade for the quarter.

