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The River Trip Packing Lesson: Engaging High
School Students in Basic Economic Principles
on Day One

To support high school economic educators, we have created an interactive, first-day lesson
plan that introduces students to key principles of economic thinking. The lesson plan and

related instructional materials can be accessed at https://docs.google.com/document/d/1L9gt
bA06tYucx9b3gET13wG26NfAgtwa566-E6eq)Ts/edit?usp=sharing.
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1. Introduction

The first day with students is crucial when it comes to setting the right tone and
introducing students to economics as a field of study. The assessments students make about
their instructors within the first minutes of meeting remain constant throughout the course
(Acchiardo & Mateer, 2015). Conversations with students and colleagues, as well as research,
tell us that economics teachers have an even more challenging first day because many students
have significant misconceptions about what economics is and assumptions about how
economics will be taught (Acchiardo & Mateer, 2015). Unfortunately, some of these challenges
are due to the long-standing and widespread reliance on chalk and talk in economics courses
(Asarta, Chambers, & Harter, 2020).

Fortunately, there are high-quality lessons available that work to correct student
misconceptions about economics and to introduce key concepts in an interesting manner such
as the National Council on Economic Education’s “Economic Magic: Creating Something From
Nothing,”“Why Are We a Nation of Couch Potatoes?,”and “Why People Trade?” as well as “Health
Care in the United States [and] Health Care Issues”— a lesson plan in which students must
prioritize the patients to receive dialysis—from the Education Resources Information Center
(Lewis & Dempsey, 1984; Lopus et al., 2003; Lopus et al., 2008a; Lopus et al., 2008b). Packing For
A River Trip is another option for economic educators looking to actively engage their students
as economic thinkers from the first day of class.

We designed this lesson to serve as an ice-breaker for economics, centered around a
series of decisions that students can relate to. From the first moments of the class, students’
inaccurate or negative impressions of the discipline can be transformed as they actively
participate in the lesson (Acchiardo & Mateer, 2015).

2. Approach and Rationale

When creating Packing For A River Trip: An Introduction to Economics we focused on
three research-supported elements of effective instruction; active student participation, real-
world applicability, and progression toward the transfer of knowledge and skills (Acchiardo &
Mateer, 2015; Wiggins 2016; Bayer et al., 2019; Wolfers; 2019; Asarta et al., 2020; Stevenson &
Wolfers, 2020).

To actively engage students, the lesson asks them to make decisions related to a concept
that is easily accessible to all students - packing (Bayer et al., 2019; Asarta et al., 2020). Everyone
beyond early childhood has some degree of experience with the concept of packing, whether it
be for a move, a trip, or simply packing items to bring to the first day of school. Although many
students are unlikely to have packed for ariver trip, they will easily transfer their understanding
of packing decisions to the river trip scenario. Because research indicates that students are
more able to retrieve and retain information when they actively participate in their learning we
require every student to participate in the decision-making process as pairs determine what
items are most important to bring on the river trip (Asarta, et al., 2020; Brown, et al., 2014;
Freeman, et al., 2014; Picault, 2019; Prince, 2004).

Through this series of decisions, students experience economics as a set of analytical
tools that enables informed decision-making beyond the classroom (Wolfers, 2019). During
the debrief discussion teachers introduce four basic principles of economic thinking (cost-
benefit, opportunity cost, marginal, and interdependence principles) that can be used to frame
all elements of an introductory economics course and more importantly, all decisions that
students face in the course of their everyday lives (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2020). When students
begin to see the relevance between what they are learning in their economics class and the
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world at large it incentivizes them to explore economics more deeply (Wolfers, 2019).

This first-day lesson lays the foundation for transfer by preparing students to take
what they have learned in the classroom and apply it to novel contexts both in and out of
school (Bain, 2004; Wiggins, 2016). The lesson encourages educators to explicitly highlight the
economics in everyday decision-making which can reframe students’ perception of the course
from a requirement grudgingly fulfilled to a source of curiosity and wonder. When students
are more engaged in their economics class, they are more likely to apply the tools of economic
thinking to their personal, professional, and civic decision-making (Wolfers, 2019).

3. Lesson Overview
Step 1 - Hook the Students and Frame the Lesson

Pique students’ interest by asking them to consider what they think they might need
to pack for a multi-day river trip. This question is sure to catch students off-guard on the first
day of an economics course and provide all students with an opportunity to contribute to
the conversation regardless of their previous economic experience. Once you have student
buy-in, connect the activator question to the learning objective for the lesson (explain the
role scarcity plays in decision-making). Tell students they will have 20 square feet on their raft
for gear beyond oars, food, a table, and basic clothing. Emphasize that students will think like
economists as they determine what to pack to stay safe and enjoy a multi-day river trip through
the Grand Canyon.

Step 2 - Group Work

Students work in pairs to determine what items, from the list provided, they will pack in
their 20 square feet of space while adhering to the rules included in the activity. Because space
is limited and both students’ individual preferences must be accounted for, conversations will
naturally include examples of opportunity cost, cost-benefit analysis, thinking at the margin,
incentives, risk tolerance, and interdependence. Pairs record their final decisions on the
provided raft handout. If preferred, this activity can also be done in a Google Sheet provided
with the lesson.

Step 3 - Debrief

Pairs jot down their thoughts on five debrief questions before the whole-class debrief.
Thus, students are better prepared to share their responses with the class. During the whole-
class debrief, students are formally introduced to four key principles of economic thinking
(cost-benefit, opportunity cost, marginal, and interdependence principles) which serve as a
foundation for the semester (Stevenson & Wolfers, 2020).

Step 4 - Summarizer

Students respond to two questions (What misconceptions did you have about
economics? What additional understanding did you gain about economics?) to engage them in
metacognition, reinforce their learning, and prepare them to dive deeper into what economists
do and the principles of economic thinking in the following lessons.

Bonus - Spotlight Student Work

Collect completed Raft Handouts from pairs and display them in the classroom.
Showcasing student work is not just for aesthetics; it maximizes the utility of classroom space
to enhance retention and accountability (Barrett et al., 2015). Displaying student work enables
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teachers and students to refer back to prior lessons throughout the unit to build upon students
understanding of the principles of economic thinking.

4, Conclusion

Based on our conversations with educators who have implemented this lesson, Packing
For A River Trip is easily adapted to suit the needs of middle school and college-level principles
courses. The lesson has been well received by students at multiple grade levels. Educators
appreciated that the lesson provided a tangible anchor for an introductory unit and laid a
strong foundation for an economics course that expects and encourages students to think like
economists.
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