


INTRODUCTION 
Old maps can easily bring to mind images of pirates and buried treasure. Maps are 
impressive elements in many famous adventure stories. From the timeless classic Treasure 
Island to movies such as Goonies, and National Treasure, the search for and discovery of 
treasure maps have played an important and memorable part in the stories.  It has been my 

experience that middle school students are 
fascinated by these kinds of adventure 
themes. To carry their fascination over into 
the realm of math is one of the main pur-
poses of this project. 
 
I have used the map project successfully 
with several 6th and 7th grade classes over a 
few years. The project has been tested, re-
fined and improved through actual class-
room use. 
 

The map project is a year-long 
project. It accomplishes several things. First, since the features on the map are named for 
math concepts which are added as the students study them, the map becomes a record of the 
material the students are studying.  
 
Second, the map project provides a creative way to provide the students with activities where 
they learn about proportion and scale, linear measure, the coordinate plane, and how to use a 
compass, straight-edge, and protractor. It also provides training in following directions and 
performing multi-step tasks. 
 
Third, the map is another motivator to get daily class work done without wasting time. I give 
my students P.A.T.—Preferred Activity Time if they have worked hard during the week and 
not wasted time. I keep a daily “score card” of the time they save (usually 5 or 6 minutes on 
a really “good” day) and then periodically give them P.A.T. when they have accumulated 20 
–30 minutes. P.A.T. is frequently review games, but once or twice a month I use P.A.T. for 
updating the maps. For an explanation of P.A.T., see Dr. Fred Jones’ phenomenal book, 
Tools For Teaching, or visit his website at www.fredjones.com. 
 
Fourth, when the map is complete at the end of the year, there is a final “find the treasure” 
challenge. This challenge involves using coordinates, bisecting a line, using a protractor to 
determine an angle, drawing the angle, and applying a scale to measure a distance. In order 
to complete the map, all the material in the syllabus for the course needs to be covered. 
Among my students, a class party at the end of the year has been the most popular reward. 
 
In addition, the map project may be used in conjunction with a broader study of how maps 
are drawn and how to read maps. 
 



DESCRIPTION 
The map project is designed to enhance the quality of math instruction and provide motivation 
to the students. It does not take a large amount of class time. It was designed to be used for an 
entire school year, but it may be used for a shorter time period such as a semester.  
 
Students create maps of a fictional place called “Math Treasure Island.”  The features on this 
map, which are all named after lessons that the students cover, are added to the map through-
out the school year. In this way, the map becomes a general overview of the curriculum.  
 
The features are located by using a system of coordinates. This teaches the students the funda-
mental concept of the coordinate plane. 
 
In addition to the features, the students draw a border, a north-south compass, and a scale. 
These provide opportunities for the students to learn how to use a compass and straight-edge 
to make constructions.  
 
At the end of the year, the students are given the problem of locating a hidden treasure on the 
map. This requires that they bisect a line between two points on the map, use a protractor to 
measure an angle, and then use the map scale to convert miles to inches. 
 

SCHEDULE 
Ideally, the map project should be introduced at the beginning of the school year. I have my 
students begin their maps on the second day of school, and I allow two class sessions for them 
to complete the border and draw the outline of the island. I allow them to work with partners. 
 
All maps are kept in a file drawer. I do not permit students to take their maps home until the 
end of the year. 
 
Periodically, I have the students fill in the features that have the names of things we have cov-
ered. I have three or four students hand out the maps, so that adding two or three features can 
usually be done in about five minutes. Students who finish a test with time remaining may be 
allowed to work on their maps. The map may also be used to introduce a concept, by having 
students fill in the appropriate feature prior to covering the lesson. 
 
A poster of the map is mounted on the classroom wall. The teacher fills this in as a guide for 
the students. The poster map shows the stage where the students should be with their maps. 
 
At intervals throughout the year, I reward the students with extra time to do the title, the leg-
end for the scale, the North-South compass, adding decorations, antiquing the map, and color-
ing the map. 
 
The map project is really flexible as far as time is concerned. It can be tailored to fit into just 
about any schedule. 
 
At the end of the year students have a souvenir of the class which is suitable for framing. 



The map above should be photocopied onto a transparency. The transparency can then be 
used to project the image upon a poster for your classroom.  You may also purchase a 
ready-made poster at the Math Squad store  www.cafepress.com/mathsquad. 
 
Begin by doing the border and island only. Then add the various features and title, scale, 
compass, etc. at the appropriate times. Of course, the names of the features on your class-
room map will be different from the ones shown here. 
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