
TEACHER PREPARATION
Note: Read through all instructions first and check out the TIPS! It is also recommended that you  
construct a few blocks yourself, since that might affect how you prepare.    

[1] Use a ruler and pencil to measure and make 
small marks as ruler guides for 1 1/4" x 11 15/16" 
strips on the foam block. (Pencil will show on 
foam if you go over the mark a couple of times. 
However it’s not necessary to draw the entire line 
– just measure and mark in a couple of places as 
a guide for placing the ruler.) Then, on a cutting 
mat or stack of newspapers, use a serrated knife 
against the edge of the ruler to cut the foam 
block, with several passes of the knife for each 
cut.

[2] Select the events and dates that you would 
like students to use for the timeline. (The photo 
model is based on twenty-four events plus the 
beginning title, “Westward Expansion Timeline”.) 
Type and print the events in short phrases that 
are no longer than 1 ½" and no more than four 
lines high (so that they will vertically fit on a 1 ¼" 
wide strip). Save paper by printing in two or three 
columns. Use a paper cutter to cut the events 
into strips that are 1 ¼" tall x the length needed.

Also, type the dates so that there is extra 
paper at the beginning or end of each date, 
that can be folded, creating two layers. (The 
toothpicks are glued in between the layers.) 
Use the paper cutter to cut them into 1/2" x 2" 
lengths (that will be folded down to 1/2" x 1" 
lengths). Place all events and dates into a small 
plastic bag. 

Repeat for all groups.  

[3] Use a wire cutter to cut in half twelve 
toothpicks and put them into a cup for the 
connectors. Also count out twenty-five whole 
toothpicks and put them into the other cup for 
the date signs. Repeat for all groups.   

[4] Use a permanent marker to write the name 
of the group on the large plastic bag and insert 
three sheets of copy paper and four foam strips 
inside. Set that bag, the event/dates bag, the two 
cups of toothpicks, glue stick, and a plastic knife 
in each group’s work area.   
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MATERIALS
FOR STUDENT: 
(one per group of 
three students unless 
otherwise noted)

•  FloraCraft® Make It: 
Fun® Foam, four 1 1/4" 
x 15/16" x 11 15/16" 
strips cut from large 
Foam Block (see FOR 
TEACHER)

• Toothpicks, forty

• Plastic knife

• Glue stick 

• Scissors

• Plastic cups, two

•  Copy paper, three 
sheets

•  Ziploc bags, large  
and small    

[1] [2] [3] [4] makeitfuncrafts.com 

SOCIAL STUDIES
GRADE LEVEL  
FOURTH – FIFTH  

COMPLETION TIME  
•  45 minute session 
• 45 minute session 

FOR TEACHER:
•    FloraCraft® Make It: Fun® Foam 

Block, 15/16" x 11 15/16 x 17 15/16" 
(approx. 12" x 18" x 1" thick) 
(can get fourteen strips per block, 
which is enough for three and one 
half groups)

•  FloraCraft® Design It:® Wire Cutter 
• Paper cutter
• Serrated knife

• Scissors 
• Pencil
• Permanent black marker
• Ruler
•  Cutting mat or stack of newspapers
• Paper towels
•  Computer, printer, Internet access
• Copy paper  

LESSON INTRODUCTION
•  Explain to students how a 

timeline works and show 
several examples. Explain that 
they can make a timeline that 
allows them to move events 
and dates around as they 
research when they happened. 
Let them know that by making 
each event into a block in the 
timeline and by making flags of 
each of the years, their minds 
can better understand and 
remember. 

OBJECTIVES
Students learn:

•  How timelines summarize 
events and put them into 
chronological order 

•  The general order of events 
during the settling of the West 
in the U.S. 

•  How to research events and 
their dates of occurrence

STANDARDS
•  Understand how 

the exploration and 
colonization of North 
America transformed 
human history

•  Investigate the significant 
events during America’s 
expansion and the roles 
people played

•  Understand that the 19th 
century was a time of 
incredible change for the 
United States, including 
geographic expansion, 
constitutional crisis, and 
economic growth

Westward Expansion Timeline



TIPS 
•  When cutting foam, 

keep the blade 
perpendicular to 
the table so that 
the foam edges 
are straight. Score 
lightly first and then 
press more firmly 
to cut deeper with 
several passes of 
the knife.

•  When cutting the 
toothpicks, work 
over a paper bag 
to catch the flying 
pieces. Don't let 
students cut them 
– especially not 
with scissors. 

•  When cutting the 
dates, fold the 
paper first and then 
cut them out on 
the paper cutter.

•  Use the extra 
foam strip to hold 
the date signs as 
they are made 
and drying. Later, 
use it to put the 
dates in the correct 
numerical order.

•  Have extras of 
everything. 

•  Have students find 
the most stable 
position for each 
block. (Gently press 
on the block to help 
stabilize.)

•  Have paper towels 
ready to distribute 
to any messy 
fingers.

[1] Ask students to keep all of 
the pieces in their bags so that 
they don't lose anything. Explain 
that they will be making the 
event cubes and date flags today. 
Later they can work as a group 
to research the events to know 
the date they occurred, and 
then, where each one goes in the 
timeline.

Demonstrate and have each 
student in the group, set one foam 
strip with the 1 1/4" wide side up, 
in front of them. Then they should 
count out eight events. Ask them 
to generously apply glue stick to 
the top of the foam strip, at one 
end and press an event into it. 
(Explain that students should wait 
to try to match up anything.)

Then, have them use the plastic 
knife to trim the foam even with 
the end of the event paper. (Have 
students saw back and forth so 
that they 
don't snap 
off the 
foam.) 
Repeat 
with the 
rest of their 
events.   

[2] For date signs, demonstrate 
and have students randomly 
count out eight dates and eight 
whole toothpicks. Ask them to 
work on a sheet of copy paper 
(from their foam bag) to catch 
the excess glue. Open a folded 
date paper and place it, date-side 
down, on the copy paper. Apply 
glue stick to the entire length. 
Before picking it up, wipe the 
end of a 
toothpick 
across 
the top of 
the glue 
stick to 
pick up a 
1/8" bead 

of glue. Set it onto the date 
paper and fold the date paper 
with the toothpick and glue bead 
sandwiched in between. (The 
extra glue prevents the toothpick 
from sliding out.)

Let all pieces dry.

NEXT SESSION

[3] Have students research on the 
Internet or use their textbook and 
other resource materials to find each 
event and date. They should start 
by inserting the date signs into their 
extra foam strip in chronological 
order. Then, they can take each 
event block, find the date from their 
resources 
and insert 
the correct 
date sign 
into the 
top of the 
block.

[4] After they have all the blocks 
dated, demonstrate how to insert 
the cut end of a half toothpick 
into the left block (earlier date) so 
that the point goes into the right 
block (later date). That way they’ve 
standard-
ized the 
positions if 
they have 
to move 
around the 
blocks. 

[5] To display, the students may 
need to break their timeline into 
sections, 
since the 
line is quite 
long. Store 
blocks and 
date signs 
in plastic 
bags.
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REFERENCES Which Way To The Wild West? by Steve Sheinkin
Westward Expansion by Teresa Domnauer
The Split History Of Westward Expansion in the United States by Nell Musolf
Who Were The American Pioneers?: And Other Questions About Westward Expansion by Martin W. Sandler
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INSTRUCTIONS

MODIFICATIONS
To simplify project: 
•  Reduce the number 

of events down to a 
dozen or so.

•  Select events that 
occurred farther 
apart in time so that 
the distinction is clear, as 
they research.   

To expand project: 
•  Add more dates and more 

details.
•  Give each group a 

different timeline in 
history. After they have 
assembled the foam and 
date signs, let the groups 
exchange them to figure 
out the correct dates of 
the new timeline.

For multiple ages:
 •  Younger and older 

students can work side-
by-side, making their own 
timelines at the level of 
their ability.

•  Have older students 
research a timeline that 
could be done by the 
younger students.  

ADDITIONAL IDEAS 
•  Give each group a 

different time in history 
printed on a particular 
paper color. After they've 
finished their time frame, 
have them combine 
theirs with the other 
groups, creating one 
large timeline. (Note: 
To make it interesting, 
have timeframes overlap 
so that the resulting 
timeline has colored 
papers intermingling, 
chronologically.

•  Throughout the year, add 
additional events and time 
frames.

•  Use this hands-on 
technique to reinforce 
other sequential learning. 


