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In her book, “Social Studies for Social Justice,” Rahima Wade writes, “While the standard 
curriculum topics are not especially oriented toward social justice goals, they are usually broad 
themes that can be taken in different directions… Economics is one of the third-grade social 
studies standards in Kara’s school. ‘What some of the third grades do is teach a lot about money 
and about supply and demand; and they will maybe set up a store or a garage sale and have kids 
sell for profit,’ explained Kara. ‘I dealt with the economic standard through the child labor unit.’ 
Thus, Kara teaches the same economic principles as her colleagues, yet she is able to teach her 
students valuable social justice lessons as well” (p. 33). 
 
If we decide to be teachers for social justice, we must be constantly reflecting on the messages 
and sub-texts of what we teach in social studies (as well as the other school subjects). What 
messages does it send to our students if we construct a class store where students sell for profit 
and the student that sells the most wins? How might we teach economics that helps students 
question the underlying principles of capitalism? 
 
The goal is not to convince our students that one way is better than the other. Rather, the goal of 
teaching social studies for social justice is to help our students see there are many different 
perspectives in the social sciences and they must think about all of their decisions as citizens in a 
democracy. Elementary students are not too young to begin questioning and thinking critically. In 
fact, elementary students have a strong understanding of fairness and caring for others. How 
many of you really cared about protecting the environment or wanted to help homeless people as 
children? As teachers working for social justice, we should nurture those ideas in our students 
and structure our lessons to help students grow into socially conscious adults. 
 
To demonstrate this concept, today you will participate in a 5th grade lesson on supply and 
demand.  
 
This activity will use inquiry to examine the following question: Is profit a positive motivator in a 
society? 
 
Each group should draft a hypothesis. We will then participate in a simulation (examine evidence 
and testing hypothesis), followed drawing conclusions.  
 



Supply and Demand Activity 
 

NOTE: Hand out at the beginning of the simulation. 
 

Important vocabulary words will be highlighted throughout the lesson. These are technical words 
that students will need to know to better understand economics. 
 
STEP 1: Resources 
 
Each student in the room will get a certain amount of dollars. Just like the real world, everyone 
will not start off with the same resources. There will be a range with a small number (10%) of 
students starting with $20, most students (70%) will start with $5, and a select group (20%) will 
start with only $1. These statistics resemble a simplified breakdown of the U.S. population’s 
economic resources (upper-, middle-, and lower-classes). 
 

 
STEP 2: Employment 
 
Next, students will decide what job they will have. You will wear a sticker that says your job on it 
(given to you by the instructor). To make this simple, you have three choices: 
 
Investor: You seek out and lend your money to entrepreneurs. You will charge them interest, 
which you will collect each round. You will sign a contract with the entrepreneur when you give a 
loan and that contract will state the set interest rate for the life of the loan (fixed rate). You may 
choose any interest rate you desire, but it cannot be more than 30% per round (for example, $3 
interest on a $10 loan). You should avoid loaning to people that have little assets (money), since 
they may have trouble paying back their debts. If you are board investing, you may decide to 
become an entrepreneur or employee. 
 
Entrepreneur: You will start a company that makes and sells t-shirts. At any point, you can buy 10 
sheets of paper from the plant (the course instructor) for $1. Using the markers, you should draw 
a detailed shirt on each piece of paper (it should look appealing to the consumers. Remember, 
you are competing with other shirt sellers. Think of ways to make your product, the t-shirts, stand 
out). You will be able to sell these t-shirts at the marketplace. You may also hire an employee(s) 
to help you make shirts, which you will pay at least the minimum wage of $1 for every 5 t-shirts 
they make). You will determine the price at the marketplace based on your costs and “supply and 
demand,” which we will explain later. If you are board selling, you may decide to become an 
employee, or if you earn enough money, you may become an investor. 
 
Employee: You work for an entrepreneur. Find an entrepreneur who is willing to employ you. 
They will pay you at least the $1 minimum wage for every 5 t-shirts that you make. This will allow 
you to make income from your work. If you make enough income, you may choose to leave your 
employer and become an entrepreneur, starting your own shirt company, or if you earn enough 
money you can become an investor. 
 

VOCABULARY 
 
Resources: A commodity or service used to meet human needs and desires. In the 
categorization of economic resources, there is entrepreneurship (leaders), land (natural 
resources and raw materials), labor (work of humans), and capital (things made by humans). 
 
Entrepreneur: A person who creates and runs a business, taking on the financial risk. They use 
their money, receive the profit from their investment (in other words the money earned), but they 
may also loose their money if the business does not do well. 
 



 
NOTE: Hand out after STEP 2. 
 
STEP 3: The Marketplace (Rounds 1 and 2) 
 
SELLING 
Each round, students will be involved in manufacturing t-shirts and selling t-shirts at the 
marketplace (where we will set up desks as “shops.”). Each shop should create a name and put it 
on their sign (a piece of colored paper given to them by the instructor). 
 
The entrepreneur determines the price of the shirts. This is based on the cost of the t-shirts (raw 
materials – paper – and labor – money paid to employees). He or she should list the price on their 
shop sign for everyone to see. If your shirts are not selling (low demand), you may choose to 
lower your price. If they are selling well (high demand), you may choose to raise your price. To do 
this, simply change the price displayed on your sign. 
 
SHIFTS 
We will have shifts. Half of the class will be at work, while the other half is at leisure (time off). 
When you are at leisure, you may rest or shop for t-shirts.  
 
When at work, the investors go around lending money and collecting interest. 
 
BASIC NEEDS 
For survival, each person is required to by at least one shirt every round. The instructor will let 
everyone know at the end of the 1st round that a “t-shirt verification” is coming up. He will write an 
“X” on your shirt to verify that you bought one in the last two rounds. 
 

 
USE THE SPACE BELOW FOR NOTES:

VOCABULARY 
 
Supply: Is what producers or sellers want to sell or exchange. 
 
Demand: Is what consumers or buyers want to get in exchange or buy. 
 
Profit: A financial gain. The difference between the amount earned and the amount spent. 
 



NOTE: Hand out after STEP 3. 
 
STEP 4: Shortage (Round 3 and 4) 
 
In Round 3, there is a supply issue. A drought has swept over the farms where the raw materials 
for t-shirts are grown. There is a shortage of raw materials. For Round 3, you will not be able to 
get any pieces of paper to make shirts. You should adjust your prices accordingly. 
 
In Round 4, there is a supply issue. A drought has swept over the farms where the raw materials 
for t-shirts are grown. There is a shortage of raw materials. For Round 4, you will only be able to 
get 5 pieces of paper maximum. You should adjust your prices accordingly. 
 
USE THE SPACE BELOW FOR NOTES:



NOTE: Hand out after STEP 4. 
 
STEP 5: Surpluses (Round 5 and 6) 
 
In Round 5, there is a supply issue. Good weather has swept over the farms where the raw 
materials for t-shirts are grown. There is a surplus of raw materials. For Round 5, you will be able 
to get double the amount of paper for the same price (20 sheets for $1). You should adjust your 
prices accordingly. 
 
In Round 6, there is a supply issue. Good weather has swept over the farms where the raw 
materials for t-shirts are grown. There is a surplus of raw materials. For Round 6, you will be able 
to get double the amount of paper for the same price (20 sheets for $1). You should adjust your 
prices accordingly. 
 
USE THE SPACE BELOW FOR NOTES: 



NOTE: Hand out after STEP 5. 
 
STEP 6: The End Reflection and Class Discussion 
Students should individually write their answers. Afterward, we will discuss these questions as a 
class. 
 
Reflection questions:  
1. Describe as many of the following as you can in relation to the marketplace.  
 
For example, if we were describing “resources” we might say that resources are: the money that a 
person began the simulation with. They would be able to use that money to make more money. 
Some people started the simulation with more resources than others. 
 
Investor: 
 
 
Entrepreneur: 
 
 
Employee: 
 
 
Profit: 
 
 
Supply and Demand: 
 
 
 
2. Do certain people have an advantage or disadvantage in this system? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Is this economic system a good one? What are the strengths and what are the flaws? Can this 
economic system be improved? If so, how? 


