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From Shells to Smartphones: A Brief
History of Money
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FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST ARTICLE

From Shells to
Smartphones: A Brief
History of Money

Why Does a Piece of Paper Have
Value?

Pull a dollar bill out of your pocket and 1

e'paper money, people relied on commodity
ey like gold coins and salt — objects that had
real, built-in value of their own.

o
o

at it closely. It's just paper — cot;
fibers, some ink, a few secuni
you could walk into
United States

clothing, es everyone agree that this slip of paper

: akes us on a journey stretching back thou
h a f Phe most important inventions in human history.
E 9 e all technologies, it evolved to solve specific proble

’@\fohlem with Barter

Before money existed, people traded goods directly. This system is called barter. If
you raised chickens and needed wheat, you found a farmer with wheat who wanted

chickens, and you made a deal. Simple enough — until it isn't.

Barter hagga famous flaw economists call the "double coincidence of wants."
en, bogh people must want exactly what the other person has,

I'a

e you're a musician who wants bread. You ne

0 ssons right now. That's a lot of luck to cou ; 9
er @lso struggles with divisibility — the ability to ifito sgaller
% 1tS for smaller transactions. How do you make mitations

pushed early societies to search for somethd tt i
. medium that could stand in for any Q? 1 ?
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& Fiat Currency: Money by Dec

Commodity Money: When Ob

- Aadl
g 41 Value
Early societies solved the barter proble g on a common trading item —
ese items became commodity money:

objects that have value both as a me@a# of exchange and as a useful thing in

something everyone wanted and co

themselves.

Throughout history, people across many cultures have used shells, salt, grain, animal
hides, and even large stone discs as commodity money. In West Africa, cowrie shells

served as currency for centuries. In ancient B@me, soldiers were sometimes paid in

salt — which is where the word sala m. Evgintually, metals — especially

gold and silver — became the > Metals were durable,
portable, divisible, and r elt them, shape them into coins,

and stamp them wi antee their weight and purity.

N\
99("

e 7th century CE, Chinese merchants began leaving their go w»rusted
merchants and carrying paper receipts instead. These receipts could be exchanged

Gold and sj i centuries. But carrying heavy metal

nd storing large amounts was dangerous. e
e discovered — and it came in the form of pap

for gold at any time — so people started trading the receipts rather than the gold

itself. Paper currency was born.

European banks adopted similar systems centuries later. The key insight was
powexnfial: Mloney doesn't have to be valuable in itself — it just has vnt
is W Q ng as people trusted that they could excha e @0
ey wanted. That system is called the gold dard. But i S
\ »€an be renegotiated. %

Here's where things get philosophica ere ﬁ?’l, the United States
officially ended the gold standard. The i “ as no longer backed by gold

C
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gd’s currencies — is fiat

stored in a vault. Today, the dollar — 0S
The word fiat comes from Latin, me@ningydet it be done" or "by decree." Fiat money

currency.

has value because a government decldres it legal tender — meaning it must be
accepted as payment for debts — and because people collectively agree to accept it.
There is no gold backing it up. There is no commodity behind it.

So what does give fiat money its value? Three things work together to keep it stable

* Trust — People believe the w
stable.
: %&be paid in the official currency. \

* Legal authori aWs regui
* Scarcity — 1 ; N .S. Federal Reserve, control how much
mon cl .?&Ch is printed, prices rise — a process calle
& y loses purchasing power. For example, if ?‘
grn 9) d the money supply overnight, prices would event rise 6
c n

g each dollar would buy less than it did before.

and trusted:

a ehind the currency are

'@Mﬁconomists say money is a social technology — it only wo@use

we all agree it does. And managing that agreement requires dedicated institutions.

Central Banking and the Management of Money

Modern economies don't let money manage itself. Central banks — like the Federal

Reserve ifithe U.S., the European Central Bank, or the Bank of Japan — are
inghi at ovgisee a nation's money supply and financial system. T
e t@ slow down or speed up economic activity, a
\ intender control.

l@o’ a central bank as a thermostat for the eco . ings

@ﬁces rising too fast), it turns the dial down. e S

& unemployment), it turns the dial up. It's

even more complicated as the natur é h

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 4
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Digital Payments and the Se o g ives
Today, most money never exists as physi€al all. When you tap your phone to
pay for lunch, digital signals move % etween bank accounts. Credit cards,

mobile wallets, and online transfers made physical cash increasingly rare in

everyday transactions.

In recent years, thousands of cryptocurrencies have emerged as attempts to create
money outside of government control. These digital currencies use complex
computer systems to verify transactions with@ut a central bank. Whether they will
become a lasting part of the financialgys ai“open question — but their

1

existence shows that the debat
x lo&
Money has tra S\n salt to gold coins, paper receipts,

1
ed
govern c u ﬁ’ld digital signals — each shift solving a pr
rﬁ handle. What money is has always been le
T
what barter could ever support.

}¥ : it facilitates trade, stores value, and allows econo
10) a(w

be is still very much alive.

Summary: The f Value

N
o

>

dhnding money's history helps explain why it works, why it som:@yﬂs,
and why the question of what gives it value is more fascinating — and more

t
t
g
important — than most people ever stop to consider.

ol

C
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LESSON OBJECTIVE
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FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST

90 a'
Lesson Objective C»

In this lesson, you will explore how money has evolved
over thousands of years — from barter and commodity
money to fiat currency and digital payments. You will
explain why money has value, how it makes trade

entraldaiiks help B
abl
- Today most money exists as
0] % :
digital signals — a far cry from
ti < cowrie shells, yet built on the
trust.
Money and

benefits individuals an

Standard: Ec L1 ndetst

Trade; . Val : TEKS §113.20(b)(11)(C) — Impact of Mone
véegtand a 6? ‘

B & tudents will explain in their own words why money has valiie,
ns as a medium of exchange and store of value, and how it enw

easier, and how institutions like c

keep money stable. By the end, y
describe the key functions of

same foundation of collective

nefit individuals and communities.

Explanation: This lesson targets the Understand level of Bloom's Taxonomy, which
asks students to interpret and explain ideas rather than simply recall facts.
Students demonstrate understanding when they can describe how money solves the
problems of barter, connect the concept of trust to fiat currency, and summarize

mney supply affects purchasing power. s ‘
*
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FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST 0

Application Questions C»i

Read each question carefully, think about what you learned in the article, and
write a complete response in your own words.

1. Explain why barter was a difficult syste r trade and how the introduction of

Think about: Think about the '
described in the article.

d the divisibility problem
ke trading easier?

¢
2R
\ahia

5 r own words, explain what fiat currency is and describe the th '
give it value. c

9""“

Think about: The article says fiat money has no gold backing it up. So what actually makes
people accept it? Look for the three factors the article lists.

\ )
Q¢
<

3

o
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3. How does inflation affect the val on 4 o central banks work to
control it?

Thi ink about what hap uch money is printed. How does that
C oney can ac does the Federal Reserve play in

aaaaa
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FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST

Primary Source Analysis (DBQ)

Read the primary source excerpt below carefully. Then answer the four
analysis questions that follow. Use evidence from the source and your

knowledge of the history of money to support your responses.

in Sofig Dynasty China

gegaOur silver and copper coins in

A Merchant's Account of Pap
[Merchant Diary]

In the markets of Che
heavy pouches ur f&athars d
what some 'S nejys

ﬁ nge thing to trust paper over metal. Yet trade moves fa
hant traveling from the capital need not fear bandits stealin
, for the paper note he carries is worthless to a thief who canno

ment has issued certificates —
we deposit with the official exchange
er note of equal value. These notes pass

ct. Our commerce has grown greatly since these certificates came int

use, and I believe they are among the finest inventions of our age.

— Adapted from accounts of Song Dynasty merchants, China, approximately 10th-11th
century CE

rote this account, and how might the author's identity as a merchant
hat he chose to emphasize about paper currency? What perspect
: from this source? [Sourcingl] e ¢
\ \‘ ) 2
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2. What problem with earlier forms e

‘6$\v
ﬁg&odny money or coins

— does this source suggest paper cu 6
the broader history of money descré% sson? [Context]

ve? How does this connect to

3. According to the merchant, w a tes valuable and
trustworthy? Identify at le c aﬂn ives in the text to explain
los@ 1

ast 1
why merchants acceptedith@no
6 \&
M&s the merchant's description of paper currency in Song Dyr@nvil

port or challenge what the lesson article says about the role of trust aking

money work? Use evidence from both the source and the article. [Corroboration]

\ §3\°‘“
W

S

o)
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Place the five events below in correct chronological order by writing the letter

Ol

FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST

Timeline Construction

IDs from earliest to most recent. Then, for each event, answer the significance
prompt in one or two sentences using what you learned from the lesson.

A. The United States officially ends the ndar aking the dollar a fiat
currency no longer backed by s
| Date / Period: ‘ o
\C’
| o Q, %
; c:(m%

oint in how people understand the value of money?

c\f"‘

B. Chinese merchants begin leaving gold with trusted merchants and carrying
paper receipts that could be exchanged for gold, giving rise to paper currency.

I Date [Period:
e. @‘l s 0‘]'
Ho ifl’ this practice change the relationship between mo andph 1 : ‘C

C+
AN QR

<
Ope°
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C. Early societies use commodity m s ge shells, salt, and animal
hides — as a widely accepted medium a

I Date / Period: C»

I Significance:

Why was commodity money a better solution than barter for most early communities?

D. Cryptocur e d";@ltrnatives to government-issued money, \

rengi
using com uem @ sactions without a central bank.

j n&nce: ‘ >
at does the rise of cryptocurrency suggest about ongoing debates over wr& ey

should be?

\ §3\°‘“
W

S

o)
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. gs;mshed to manage a

economic activity.

E. Central banks, such as the U.S.
nation's money supply, control inflatio

I Date / Period: C

I Significance:

Why is it important for an institution to manage the money supply rather than letting it

grow without oversight?

v»"fl‘e}’%' |

\ ®
g
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c\""

Read the scenario below carefully. Review the two options, including their
costs and benefits. Then answer the three analysis questions using what you

have learned about money, trade, and economic decision-making.

eiv,
wi
th@ir y buying goods from

stugent savings program, which pays a
0 ifde."Maria knows that spending now will get

Economic Decision Tree

0 as a birthday gift. She
r school is hosting a market

Scenario: Maria is a 9th grad
is trying to decide how to,u
day where students c
classmates or i

ose one option for the full $200.

.p%pend the $200 at the School Market

‘ c - Benefits: '
= Maria will no longer have the $200 » Maria immediately obtains goods a

available for future needs or services she wants right now.
emergencies. + Her spending supports classmates who are

» She gives up the opportunity to earn selling products, benefiting the school
interest and grow her money over community.

= She practices using money as a medium _of

s may result in exchange, experiencing how trade wor

es not truly need firsthand. e : ¢
\‘\ C:

o)
S

purch
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Option B: Save the $200 in the

Costs:

* Maria must delay getting the good@
services she wants today.

Maria earns interest, meaning her $200
grows into a larger amount over time.

» There is a small risk that inflation could » She builds the habit of using money as a
reduce the purchasing power of her saved store of value, an important financial skill.
money over time. * Having savings gives her greater financial

+ She misses out on participating in the security and more purchasing power for

school market and supporting her ture decisions.

classmates' businesses.

1. Based on the article, m sa Q m of exchange and a store of
value. Which of Maria's ‘ 13 strates money acting as a store of
value, and wl% \ *

. The article explains that inflation can reduce the purchasing power 0; money.
How might inflation affect Maria's decision if she chooses to save her $200, and
what does this tell us about one limitation of using money as a store of value?

@0“\ $®COV“

\ c.c' \ R
O

o

3
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Close Reading Passage c»‘

b
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FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST

Read the passage carefully. Then answer the five questions that follow. Use
evidence from the text to support your responses.

From Shells to Smartphones: A Bri tory of Money — The Problem

with Barter

Before money existed, peop ¥IHis system is called
barter. If you raised chi you found a farmer with
wheat who wan deal. Simple enough — until it

ists call the 'double coincidence of

people must want exactly what the other
C me time. Imagine you're a musician who wa
d a baker who wants music lessons right now. T 0 6?

on. Barter also struggles with divisibility — the ability t eak
i to smaller units for smaller transactions. How do you make

? arp
ow? These limitations pushed early societies to search for som »

etter — a single, widely accepted medium that could stand in for an&
service.

d or

1. According to the passage, what is the 'double coincidence of wants,' and why

does it make barter difficult? [Comprehension]

A
QA
"

3
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xample does the author

use to illustrate this problem with b& o$ nsion]

2. What does the passage mean by

3. Based on the passage, why would a with a wide variety of specialized

workers — such as doctors, teac

barter system than a small \ 0 i 7 Inference]
ﬁe states that the limitations of barter 'pushed early societies to Pg
or something better.' What can you infer about the qualities th:‘a

cessful replacement for barter would need to have? [Inference]

truggle more under a

4. Th

‘se
C

\ O
Q&
<

S

o
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Nl

HYPOTHETICALS

Hypotheticals CV:

Read each scenario carefully, then answer both questions using what you have
learned about money, trade, and value.

Scenario 1: Imagine you live in a sm
to trade. You are a talented arti

need food, medicine, and
a farmer, a healer, an b
By the end of A &/e
an c?&
e%?h barter does this scenario illustrate, and
' or you as an artist?

ge where people only use barter

pai , but this week you
S t of your day searching for
@ to want a painting right now.
e

d to get food because the healer
ted grain, not art.

al
m

b) If your village decided to adopt a common commodity money, such as salt or
metal coins, how would that change your ability to get the medicine and shoes you

o

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 20
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a) Using what you know about fiat currencyand inflation, explain why tripling th
money supply caused prices to rise Ne to lose value.
L

\C

Scenario 2: A small country calle n printing large amounts

of its paper currency, called the Verde, t government's bills. Within a
year, the amount of Verde in cirﬁ
raising their prices dramatically,

Verde buys far fewer goods than it did before. People start losing confidence in

the Verde and some begin trading in foreign currencies instead.

s tripled. Store owners begin
citizens notice that the same amount of

\C

e play in preventing this situation, and why is

eeping a fiat currency working?

S

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only.
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MULTIPLE CHOICE
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PO a'
Multiple Choice c»

Choose the best answer for each question based on what you have learned

about the history and function of money.

1. What is the main problem with a barter s§istem that money was designed to
solve?
A. Barter requires both pe w Xa e other has at the same
time. ‘

e ﬁs?ﬁas gold or silver to offer.
C: B 1 al in t% ies because it avoids taxes.

sw 1 bank to approve every transaction.

b, M

ollowing best describes commodity money?

B. Barter o

c per currency printed by a government and backed by law.
B. Digital currency stored in an online account.

C. Objects that have value both as a medium of exchange and as useful items in
themselves.

D. Money that has value only because a government declares it legal tender.
mﬁke gold and silver become widely used as commo 'v@ ¢

e @' asy to grow and harvest in large quantities. o

\ B. C
(o C
%\ . They were the only materials governments ac 01@

9 D. They could be eaten or used as clothg an (%
iy E

were durable, portable, divisible, and relativgly s@arc

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 22
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4. How did paper currency first dev C 76
A. The government printed paper ndtes ce coins that were too heavy to

mint. Q
B. Merchants began trading papeT receipts that represented gold stored with
trusted merchants.

C. Soldiers were paid in paper slips that could be exchanged for food at military
bases.

D. Farmers used paper certificates to red@rd how much grain they had
harvested.

‘ 30"
]y$l

r currency can be exchanged for a fixed am

safe accepted as legal payment.

all citizens to own a certain amount of go

1
u&g central banks must keep gold prices stable each year.

c hat is fiat currency?

A. Currency made from a combination of gold and silver metals.

A
|
o

B. Money that has value because a government declares it legal tender and
people agree to accept it.

ital currency that is verified by computer systems without a central ba

‘c 6@13 backed by a specific commodity Qedm a\ %C ‘c’o¢
\ Q
$p®
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7. Which of the following best expla y i
A. When a central bank raises interest
drop. g»
B. When too much money is put fito circulation, prices rise and each dollar buys
less.

Nl
gﬁg‘e

quickly, prices automatically

C. When the government stops printing money, businesses raise prices to
compensate.

D. When people stop trusting gold, the nd more money on other
commodities. ’
8. What is the primary X | bﬁo as the U.S. Federal Reserve?

ci d gi8tribute them to government programs.

)

upply and financial system, helping to contr

A. To collec

N\

B. T int

nd distribute it to retail stores.

s es for goods and services sold in the national marketplace! Pg
c*hy do economists describe money as a "social technology"? C

A. Because money was invented by scientists using advanced technology.

B. Because money only works when everyone in society agrees to accept it as
valuable.

C,. Bé@Bause digital payments require social media platforms to function.
E use&y was designed to help people communicate with E “
\ \C * Q\ \C’

3
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10. Which statement best explains ?011 gg de compared to barter?

A. Money allows people to obtain g dsﬁ ices without ever having to

produce anything themselves. Q
0

B. Money eliminates the need for*people to specialize in producing particular
goods.

C. Money serves as a widely accepted medium of exchange, making it easier for
people to trade and obtain goods they do not produce.

D. Money guarantees that all trades are f@ir because the government sets the
price of every item.

W
Q,e;‘&%' <

®
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Sl

TRUE / FALSE

\y
(,\P‘e}’

Read each statement carefully. Write T if the statement is true or F if the
statement is false.

1. Barter is a system in which people trade §pods and services directly without

using money.

O True O False

2. The "double \/ ‘ megns that both people in a trade must want \
exactly whaté same time.

g 9

ey has value only as a medium of exchange and has noWSeful
ue O False

4. The word "salary" has its origins in the practice of paying Roman soldiers with
salt.

‘ Under the gold standard, paper money co 6
go]d at any time.
b
O True (O False

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 26
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False

rst developed in Europe when banks began issuin
ged for gold. \e 0

ount of




7. Fiat currency has value because gold stored in

Ol XA
\'yx
government vaults.

O True (O False C»i

8. Inflation occurs when too much money is put into circulation, causing prices to
rise and each dollar to buy less.

O True O False

9. Central banks, such as the U.S. Fede

rve, help manage a nation's money
supply and work to control inflaji@n.

O True O False \

10. Cryptoc

‘,:3 C\}g

@

ol

C
o™
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Vocabulary C»i

Review the following key terms from the lesson. Read each definition carefully

and be prepared to use these terms when discussing how money works and
why it has value.

Barter
A system of trade in which pe X0 &/ices directly with one
another without USW c

PR

Explain in your ow

2

plain in your own words:

Ly
0

omething into smaller units so it can be used fi

i
Gg!r own words:

®

o

Zpe
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. Commodity Money ?>

Objects that serve as money while also \t“&eias useful things in themselves,

such as gold coins, salt, or shells.

Explain in your own words: C»

Gold Standard
A monetary system in which a countag's urrengk is backed by and can be
exchanged for a set amount o A
Explain in your own wor \ co
6 ' \
%! i agc,i‘
1

ue because a government declares it legal tender and p
ept it, not because it is backed by a physical commodity.
in your own words:

is off;'g'ally recognized by a government and must be accepted a

po¥

00‘“
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Inflation

A * A
%
?z;v»

A rise in the general level of prices oveti causes each unit of money to

buy less than it did before.

Explain in your own words: C»

Central Bank

A government institution, such as t
country's money supply and w. 0

Explain in your own wor \
\i \C
o i

Adigi urrency that uses computer systems to verify transactio
side of government or central bank control.

in your own words: ‘ »

Re e, that manages a
table.

ol

C
o™
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Answer both questions in 1-2 sentences each using what you learned in today's

FROM SHELLS TO SMARTPHONES: A BRIEF HIST EXIT TICKET

Exit Ticket

lesson.

1. What is fiat currency, and what gives it e if it is not backed by gold or any

physical commodity? ’

. Ho% w& double coincidence of wants' in barter help lea$ ‘
L c¥

W

C
\

@

ol

C
o™
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Before paper money, people relied on commodity money like gold coins and salt — objects that had
real, built-in value of their own.

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 32



Today most money exists as digital signals — a far cry from cowrie shells, yet built on the same
foundation of collective trust.

e“\g‘z"o‘“

p®

\?SE\O‘“

N2
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From Shells to Smartp
CROS

1

ACROSS ( V
. The ability to break something into smaller units so it ¢ 1:

A

OWN

be used for transactions of different sizes.

A system of trade in which people exchange goods or
services directly with one another without using money. 3.

A rise in the general level of prices over time, which causes
each unit of money to buy less than it did before.

Money that has value because a government declares it
legal tender and people agree to accept it, not because it i
backed by a physical commodity.

v&}‘v}?‘% )

&<

The problem in a barter system where two people can only
trade if each one happens to have exactly what the other
wants at the same time.

A digital form of currency that uses computer systems to
verify transactions and operates outside of government or
central bank control.

A government institution, such as the U.S. Federal Reserve,
that manages a country's money supply and works to keep

erve as money while also having value as useful
hemselves, such as gold coins, salt, or shells.

oney that is officially recognized by a government and must
be accepted as payment for debts.

A monetary system in which a country's paper currency i .
backed by and can be exchanged for a set amount ?ld.

S
8
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