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From Smoke Signals to Smartphones: A
Media Time Machine Adventure!
Materials Needed:

Large sheet of paper or several pieces of paper taped together (for a timeline)
Markers, crayons, or colored pencils
A device with internet access (for viewing short video clips)
Scissors and glue/tape
Optional: Craft supplies like cardboard, string, small boxes (for the "Inventor's Workshop"
activity)

Subject: History, Media Studies

Grade Level: 3rd-4th Grade (Age 9)

Time Allotment: 60-75 minutes

1. Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, the student will be able to:

Create a visual timeline identifying at least four major innovations in media history (e.g.,
printing press, radio, television, internet).
Demonstrate understanding of a historical media format by creating a message using that
format (e.g., a pictograph story, a town crier's announcement).
Analyze how media has changed by explaining one key difference between an old and a new
form of media.

2. Alignment with Standards and Curriculum
This lesson aligns with common elementary social studies standards focusing on:

Chronological Thinking: Placing key events and technological developments in historical
sequence.
Historical Cause and Effect: Understanding how technological innovations (like the printing
press) changed society and communication.
Communication and Technology: Examining the evolution of tools people use to share
information and ideas.

3. Instructional Strategies & Lesson Activities

Part 1: The Hook - Igniting Curiosity (10 minutes)

Begin with a question: "If you discovered the most amazing secret in the world, how would you1.
share it with your best friend? How would you share it with everyone in the whole country?"
Discuss the student's modern answers (text, video call, social media post). Then, pose a2.
challenge: "Now, imagine there is no electricity. No phones, no computers. How would you
share your secret now?"
Introduce the lesson concept: "Today, we are going to be time travelers! We're going on an3.
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adventure to see how people shared big news and amazing stories throughout history, long
before we had smartphones."

Part 2: The Time Machine - A Guided Journey (20 minutes)

Use a device to "travel" to different points in media history. For each point, watch a short (1-3
minute) engaging video clip. Search for terms like "How the printing press worked for kids" or
"History of the radio for kids."

Stop 1: Cave Paintings & Pictographs. Discuss: How is telling a story with a picture
different from using words? (Pro: Anyone can understand it. Con: Details can be confusing).
Stop 2: The Printing Press (around 1440). Discuss: Before this, books were copied by
hand! What changed when people could print hundreds of copies of a book or newspaper?
(Pro: Information spread quickly and to more people. Con: You had to be able to read).
Stop 3: The Radio (around 1920). Discuss: For the first time, people could hear a voice
from miles away, live! How would that feel? (Pro: Instant news in your home. Con: No
pictures!).
Stop 4: The Television (around 1950). Discuss: What did TV add that radio was missing?
(Pro: You could see what was happening! Con: Everyone had to watch the same thing at the
same time).
Stop 5: The Internet (around 1990s-Today). Discuss: How is the internet different from TV
or newspapers? (Pro: You can choose what you see and even create your own media! Con:
Information isn't always true).

Part 3: The Creator's Workshop - Application Activity (30-45 minutes)

Give the student a choice of one of the following creative projects to show what they have learned.

Option A: The Media Scroll. Using the long sheet of paper, create a timeline scroll. Draw
each of the major media inventions we discussed in order. Label them with the date (an
approximation is fine) and write one sentence about why it was important. Decorate it to look
like an ancient map or scroll.
Option B: Ancient News Report. Choose a modern, everyday event (e.g., "I ate pizza for
lunch," or "My favorite team won a game"). Now, report that news using an old media format.

Cave Painting: Draw the story on paper using only simple symbols and stick figures.
Town Crier: Write a short, loud announcement on a piece of paper ("Hear ye, hear ye! A
great victory hath occurred! The Ravens have triumphed!"), roll it into a scroll, and
perform it.

Option C: The Next Big Thing. Become an inventor! What will media look like 50 years from
now? Design the next great communication device. Draw it, give it a name, and write a short
paragraph explaining how it works and what makes it better than a smartphone.

4. Engagement and Motivation
The "time traveler" theme creates a fun, narrative-driven experience.
Student choice in the main activity allows them to engage with the material in the way that
best suits their creative interests (drawing, performing, or inventing).
- The use of short, dynamic videos keeps the information session fast-paced and visually
interesting.

5. Differentiation and Inclusivity
For Support: Provide a pre-printed timeline with the dates and names of the inventions
already filled in; the student can focus on drawing the pictures. Offer sentence starters for the
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activity, such as "The printing press was important because..."
For an Extension/Challenge: Ask the student to add two more inventions to their timeline
that we didn't discuss (e.g., the telegraph, the photograph). Have them write a short
comparison of the pros and cons of getting news from a newspaper versus a website.

6. Assessment Methods
Formative (During the lesson): Listen to the student's answers and ideas during the "Time
Machine" guided journey. Are they grasping the core concept of how each new invention
changed things?
Summative (End of lesson): The completed "Creator's Workshop" project will serve as the
main assessment.

Did the student accurately represent at least four media forms (for the
timeline)?
Is the "Ancient News Report" or "Next Big Thing" creative and does it reflect
the concepts discussed?
Can the student explain their project and articulate one way media has
changed over time?

7. Organization and Clarity
The lesson is structured in a clear "I do, We do, You do" format: The teacher introduces the concept
(Hook), they explore examples together (Time Machine), and the student creates something
independently (Creator's Workshop).

8. Creativity and Innovation
This lesson moves beyond simple memorization of dates. It encourages critical thinking by asking
"why" each invention mattered. The assessment is entirely project-based, prioritizing creative
application, analysis (choosing a format for the "news report"), and imaginative problem-solving
(designing future media).

9. Materials and Resource Management
The materials required are common household and craft items, making the lesson accessible and
affordable. The use of online videos is flexible, relying on simple search terms rather than specific,
required links, which allows for easy adaptation.


