
SALT FOR GOLD 
 

Purpose:  Students will learn about/participate in trading salt for gold through the Sahara desert 

on the trading routes used by kings. 

 

Suggested Grade Level:   3 

 

History & Social Science SOL:   History 3.2  

 

Equipment/Materials Needed: 

1. Approximately 10-12 white balls to represent salt (fleece, plastic golf ball, paper) 

2. 10-12 yellow balls (tennis ball, bean bags)  

 

Advance Preparation: 

1. Place white balls on one side of playing area and yellow balls on the other side of the playing 

area. 

2. Divide the class in half. 

3. Elect 2 students to be “Kings”. 

 

Directions: 

1. Divide students up into 2 groups. Place the groups on either side of the playing area and have 

the two “Kings” stand in the middle. 

2. Discuss the representation of the balls and the “Kings” and remind students that many of  the 

trading routes were through the Sahara Desert (When Mali was a rich empire and before 

Columbus founded America they used to trade salt for gold because salt was used for 

preservation of foods, and thought to be used for health purposes. The Kings in Mali were 

very rich since they controlled the trading routes). 

3. Explain to students that the object of the game is to try to get all of the salt and gold to the 

opposite side of the playing area.  In the process, explain they must get through the “desert” 

trading routes and exchange the salt for gold without getting tagged/caught by the “Kings.” 

4. Tell students they may only take one item per person, at a time, to try to get it to the opposite 

side. 

5. Explain that if they get tagged by the one of the “Kings” in the middle, they must return to 

their original side, drop their gold or salt and do 10 repetitions of a physical activity to 

symbolize payment to the “King.”  Then they can continue to try to trade.   

6. The game ends when all white balls and yellow balls are on the opposite sides. 

7. Repeat with two new “Kings” in the middle. 

 

Teaching Suggestions: 

1. Have boundary lines so students must stay in a specific area. 
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Indoor Modification Steps: 

1. Have balls on opposite sides of the room with students standing behind their desks spread out 

in the room. Only use 4 of each color item in the classroom. 

2. Choose a “King” and have the “King” close his eyes. 

3. Tell the students to trade, by passing the balls across the room from one end to the other by 

means of handing them (no one is allowed to have two items at a time). 

4. When the teacher says “stop” the class puts their hands behind their back and the “King” 

opens his eyes. 

5. Give the “King” 3 guesses of who has an item in their hand. 

6. If he picks someone who does not have an item, nothing happens, but if he picks someone 

with an item, the whole class does a physical activity for payment. 

7. Then the “King” closes his eyes again and repeats the process. 

8. Once the balls have traveled safely to the other side of the room, chose another King.   
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