




 

 Prior to this lesson, students should have been introduced to U. S Customary Units and the Metric Units. 
Students should also know: 

The distance from one end to the other of the longest side of an object is its length. 
The distance from one end to the other of the shortest side of an object is its width. 
The linear measurement of an object is its length. 
Distance is the space between two points. 

 
INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY: SETTING THE STAGE 
 
Day One 
 
When class starts, Ask:  “Whose foot is really a foot? I want you to estimate the distance in U.S. Customary 
units and then in metric units of your own foot.  Record your estimate on a piece of paper.”  Give each student a 
ruler to record the actual distance. (Decide before class if you want to do this activity with shoes on or off.)  
Have students mark the distance from the heel of their shoe/foot to the tip. After all students have successfully 
completed this activity lead students into a discussion about why we call a foot of measurement a foot.  (Accept 
all student responses.) 
 
LEARNING ACTIVITIES (video) 
 
1. Provide a Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “We are now going to watch a video about how our present 

day standard of measurement evolved.  After watching this first clip, I want you to answer this question:  
How has measuring things helped us?”  Start United Streaming Video Measurement and Scale at the 
beginning.  Pause after the narrator says the words “Measuring things has helped us give a kind of order and 
logic to our vast universe and our everyday lives.” Stop streaming at (40). Ask:: “How has measuring things 
helped us?” (Measuring things has helped us give a kind of order and logic to our vast universe and our 
everyday lives. 

 
2. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “During this next clip, I want you to listen for the question that the 

narrator asks at the end of this clip and also be prepared to offer a suggestion.  Resume the video and Pause 
after the narrator asks:  “But how did we first come up with rulers, miles, feet and all the rest?  (1:15) Ask:  
“How do you think we first came up with rulers, miles, feet and all the rest?” (Answers will vary.) 

 
3. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “In this next clip I want you to listen for the answer and see if you were 

correct. Resume and Pause when the narrator says “And the distance around the waist of a man, was a girth 
or 3 feet. (1:34) Ask, “How did we first come up with rulers, miles, feet and all the rest?” (In the beginning, 
man was his own measure.  Two steps made one pace.  A thousand paces made a mile.  Finger tip to finger 
tip made a fathom, that is 6 feet.  And the distance around the waist of a man, was a girth or 3 feet.  

 
4. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “In this next clip I want you to be able to tell me what exactly was their 

unit of measurement based on; and what is a cubit?” Resume and Pause when narrator says “The sides of 
the Great Pyramid of Geza are more than 750 ft. long and they are only off by this much.” (2:12) Ask, what 
exactly was their unit of measurement based on?” (The foot was a foot, the hand was a hand, the finger was 
a finger, a span was the distance from pinkie to thumb.)  “What was a cubit?” (The cubit was the distance 
between the elbow and fingertip.)” 

 



 

5. Focus for Media Interaction:  Say, "I want you to watch this next segment and be able to explain what 
UNCIAE is.  Resume and Pause when you hear "…UNCIAE as a unit of both weight and length, it was the 
source of the modern terms ounce and inch.” (2:51) Ask, “What is an UNCIAE?  (UNCIAE is a unit of both 
weight and length, it was the source of the modern terms ounce and inch.)” 

 
6. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “In this next clip, be able to explain the problem that arose with this 

type of measurement and how it was solved.”  Resume and Pause when you hear “…adding her initial E 
made the official yard stick almost exactly 36 inches long.” (3:48) Ask, “What was the problem that arose 
with this type of measurement and how was it was solved?”(Units varied from place to place.  Traders 
needed an absolute standard.  Henry I said a standard yard was the distance from his nose to his finger tips. 
Then Queen Elizabeth added her initial and made the yard stick almost 36 inches long.)  “ 

 
7. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, “In this next clip be prepared to tell me what happened to the bar in 

1864 and what did the British scientist try to base the Standard Yard on?”  Resume and Pause when you 
hear, “The British had failed in their attempts to create an absolute standard of length.” (5:19) Ask, “What 
happened to the bar in 1864 and what did the British scientist try to base the Standard Yard on?” (A fire 
ravaged England’s House of Parliament and the bar was destroyed.  The British tried to base the yard on a 
pendulum swing of one second but gravity would not allow this to happen.)  

 
8. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, "In this next clip, how did the French tackle the measurement problem 

and were they successful?” Resume and Pause when narrator says “Once again we were a long way off 
from a standard unit of length.” (6:38) Ask, “How did the French tackle the measurement problem and were 
they successful?” (They wanted to use a scientific constant:  circumference of the earth.  One ten millionths 
of the distance between the north pole and the equator was to be one meter.  Unfortunately explorers later 
discovered that the earth was not a regular shape.” 

 
9. Focus for Media Interaction: Say, "In this last clip, what is our present day meter based on?”  Resume and 

Stop when narrator says “It’s a distance you can count on.” (7:15)  Ask, “What is our present day meter 
based on?” (Speed of Light!  The meter is the distance traveled by a beam of light in a tiny fraction of a 
second-3 billionths of a second.) 

 
Day Two 
 
Materials needed for this activity: 
Enough adding machine tape for every student to make his/her own ruler 
Meter sticks or 12 inch rulers with U.S Customary Units and SI Units 
Each student should have a sharp pencil 
Permanent marking pens (optional)  
Template:  (Suggested art work for the back of the meter tape. See end of this lesson.) 
 
Students will make a metric tape to be used to complete another activity in this lesson.  
 
 
Directions:   

1. Measure and cut 120 cm of adding machine tape. 







 

Measurement Scavenger Hunt 
 

                                                                                                  Team:  _________________________________                                                           
 
                                                                                                  Period:  ________________________________                                                           
 
                                                                                                  Date:  _________________________________ 
 
                                                                                                  Beginning Time:  _____   Ending Time:  _____ 
 
Rules:  In your classroom, there are items you and your partner need to measure.  Your job is to identify as 
many of the objects as possible in the given time and measure them.  You are to use the metric tape you made.  
You may work in groups of two.  As you identify the items and measure them, pick up a clothespin from your 
assigned cache and attach it to the outside of your clothing. At the end of this activity you will have to give up a 
clothespin for each incorrect answer.  The team with the most items correctly identified will receive a 
homework pass for the next regular assignment in class. When your teacher gives you the signal you may begin. 
 
                    Measurements 
Number Clue Object   Estimate  Exact 

1     

2     

3     

4     

5     

6     

7     

8     

9     

10     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Measurement Scavenger Hunt 
 

                                                                                                  Team:  _________________________________                                                      
 
                                                                                                  Period:  ________________________________                                                       
 
                                                                                                  Date:  _________________________________ 
 
                                                                                                  Beginning Time:  _____   Ending Time:  _____ 
(Example of the one I use in my classroom.) 
Rules:  In your classroom, there are items you and your partner need to measure.  Your job is to identify as 
many of the objects as possible in the given time and measure them.  You are to use the metric tape you made.  
You may work in groups of two.  As you identify the items and measure them, pick up a clothespin and attach it 
to the outside of your clothing. At the end of this activity you will have to give up a clothespin for each 
incorrect answer.  The team with the most items correctly identified will receive a homework pass for the next 
regular assignment in class. When your teacher gives you the signal you may begin. 
(Note to teacher:  Assign each group a number. Make a card and put 10 clothespins on each card.  You can 
monitor how far along each team is and what place they finish in the event there is a tie.) 
            Measurements 
Number Clue Object  Estimate Exact 

1 There are four of me from bar to tip, but 
you need to only measure one. 

One of the student chair 
legs  

  

2 From door to door Counter top from door to 
door  

  

3 More than 20 gallons and empty (length 
and width of largest surface) 

Empty fish tank   

4 Don’t look down One floor tile   

5 How far is the top of your book from the 
floor 

From top of book on table 
to the floor 

  

6 I don’t feel very sharp. (Include the 
floor.) 

Pencil sharpener to floor   

7 There’s a whole bunch of me (75), but 
you only need to measure one.  (L & W) 

One lab drawer in my 
science room 

  

8 Don’t stick me (Length and Width) Bulletin Board   

9 I hold the teacher’s book (from the 
highest point) 

Lectern height   

10 I have a large vocabulary (L & W) Dictionary   

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Distance and Length Conversion 
 
 

Interactive Units Converter. 
 

Student Instruction Sheet 
 
 

1. At this site you will convert the data you have collected in class:  height and arm span; and 
the “Measurement Scavenger Hunt” data.   

 
2. Access web site:  http://www.convert-me.com and click on Distance and Length  

Conversion and set the significant figure to 2. (The rule is: when you need easy rounded off 
numbers, switch  significant figures to 2 or 3. When you need precision, go for 5 to 7 
significant figures.)   

 
3. To convert 20 meters into feet, choose meter.  Type your value in the box against the unit 

you've chosen and click the nearest Convert button.  To convert 20 meters into feet, type 20 
and click Convert.  The value you've entered gets converted into all available units. Find the 
unit you needed to convert to and read the value in the box against it.  To convert 20 meters 
into feet, find the value in the box marked foot.   

 
4. Using the data previously collected (mentioned in # 1), convert the lengths into metric, U.S. 

Customary and two of your own choosing.  From the list of available units choose the one, 
that you want to convert from. Record this information on your own paper.  

 
5. If time allows, experiment with other known measurements.  Examples:  Height of Empire 

State Building, length of football field, height of basketball goal, etc. 
 
6. When the entire class is finished, pose this question. How can we calculate the length of the 

flagpole in the school yard without someone literally measuring the pole? (Offer a possible 
to the teacher.)   

 
7. In order to solve the problem raised in question # 6, access the following website: 

http://micro.magnet.fsu.edu/primer/java/scienceopticsu/shadows/  when the teacher directs.              
“Read the directions at this site and follow them.  (Click and drag the slider to change the 
time of the day. Notice how the relative position of the sun and the length of the shadows 
change during the day. Also, notice the change in the division formula. Dividing the length 
of the T-Rex's shadow by the length of shadow of the meter stick gives us the height of the 
T-Rex. All you have to do is to stand the meter stick upright. Look at the shadow that it casts 



 

on the ground. Mark the length of the shadow then measure its length. Now comes the tricky 
part. Very carefully approach the T-Rex. Remember a T-Rex is carnivorous, and would love 
to have you for a snack. Measure the length of the shadow of the T-Rex. The lengths of 
shadows cast by the same light source are always proportional. For example, if the shadow 
of the meter stick is twice as long as its height, then the shadow of the T-Rex will also be 
twice as long as the T-Rex's height. Notice that this is true at 6:10 a.m. At this time, the 
shadow of the meter stick is 2 meters long. The shadow of the T-Rex is 12 meters long. If 
we divide the length of T-Rex's shadow by the length of the shadow of the meter stick, we 
get the height of the T-Rex: 6 meters! Try it at different times. Be careful. You may be 
making the T-Rex nervous.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Distance and Length Conversion 
 
 

Interactive Units Converter. 
 

Teacher Instruction  Sheet 
 
 

1. At this site you will convert the data you have collected in class:  height and arm span; and 
“Measurement Scavenger Hunt” data.   

 
2. Access web site:  http://www.convert-me.com and click on Distance and Length  

Conversion and set the significant figure to 2. (The rule is: when you need easy rounded off 
numbers, switch significant figures to 2 or 3. When you need precision, go for 5 to 7 
significant figures.)   

 
3. To convert 20 meters into feet, choose meter.  Type your value in the box against the unit 

you've chosen and click the nearest Convert button.  To convert 20 meters into feet, type 20 
and click Convert.  The value you've entered gets converted into all available units. Find the 
unit you needed to convert to and read the value in the box against it.  To convert 20 meters 
into feet, find the value in the box marked foot.   

 
4. Using the data previously collected (in #1 above), convert the lengths into metric, U.S. 

Customary and two of your own choosing.  From the list of available units choose the one, 
that you want to convert from.   

 
5. If time allows, experiment with other known measurements.  Examples:  Height of Empire 

State Building, length of football field, height of basketball goal, etc. 
 
6. When the entire class is finished, pose this question. How can we calculate the length of the 

flagpole in the schoolyard without someone literally measuring the pole?  Allow students 
time to brain storm.  (Accept all reasonable answers.)  If students are unable to figure out a 
way, proceed to the next web site. 

 
7. Have students access the following web site and see if they can figure out a way to measure 

the flagpole without climbing the pole.” 
http://micro.magnet.fsu.edu/primer/java/scienceopticsu/shadows/  At this site students will 
discover that you can use shadows and a meter stick to measure very tall objects on the 
ground.  Students will measure the height of a Tyrannosaurus Rex.   Say, “Read the 
directions at this site and follow them.”  (Click and drag the slider to change the time of the 



 

day. Notice how the relative position of the sun and the length of the shadows change during 
the day. Also, notice the change in the division formula. Dividing the length of the T-Rex's 
shadow by the length of shadow of the meter stick gives us the height of the T-Rex. All you 
have to do is to stand the meter stick upright. Look at the shadow that it casts on the ground. 
Mark the length of the shadow then measure its length. Now comes the tricky part. Very 
carefully approach the T-Rex. Remember a T-Rex is carnivorous, and would love to have 
you for a snack. Measure the length of the shadow of the T-Rex. The lengths of shadows 
cast by the same light source are always proportional. For example, if the shadow of the 
meter stick is twice as long as its height, then the shadow of the T-Rex will also be twice as 
long as the T-Rex's height. Notice that this is true at 6:10 a.m. At this time, the shadow of 
the meter stick is 2 meters long. The shadow of the T-Rex is 12 meters long. If we divide the 
length of T-Rex's shadow by the length of the shadow of the meter stick, we get the height of 
the T-Rex: 6 meters! Try it at different times. Be careful. You may be making the T-Rex 
nervous.) 

 
8. Have students read the directions at this site and follow the directions.  (Click and drag the 

slider to change the time of the day. Notice how the relative position of the sun and the 
length of the shadows change during the day. Also, notice the change in the division 
formula. Dividing the length of the T-Rex's shadow by the length of shadow of the meter 
stick gives us the height of the T-Rex. All you have to do is to stand the meter stick upright. 
Look at the shadow that it casts on the ground. Mark the length of the shadow then measure 
its length. Now comes the tricky part. Very carefully approach the T-Rex. Remember a T-
Rex is carnivorous, and would love to have you for a snack. Measure the length of the 
shadow of the T-Rex. The lengths of shadows cast by the same light source are always 
proportional. For example, if the shadow of the meter stick is twice as long as its height, then 
the shadow of the T-Rex will also be twice as long as the T-Rex's height. Notice that this is 
true at 6:10 a.m. At this time, the shadow of the meter stick is 2 meters long. The shadow of 
the T-Rex is 12 meters long. If we divide the length of T-Rex's shadow by the length of the 
shadow of the meter stick, we get the height of the T-Rex: 6 meters! Try it at different times. 
Be careful. You may be making the T-Rex nervous.) 

 
9. Have students use the same strategy to measure the flagpole.  Have fun!  

 
                  Height of known object                            X (height of object ) 
          Length of shadow of known object             Length of shadow of object 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Distance and Length Conversion 
 

Student Worksheet 
 
Name: _________________________________    Date:  _______ Class: _________________ 
 
 
Item measured 
 

U.S. Customary Units 
 

Metric Units Choice 1 Choice 2 

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 


