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The Egyptian system of measurement was based on body lengths.
Compare the ancient Egyptian system of measurement with the 
customary and metric systems used today. 

What you need
Ruler, metric ruler, or tape measures Paper
Pencils String
Egyptian measuring units chart

What to do
1. Cut a length of string that is as tall as you are.
2. Measure your height in metric system, customary system and 

Egyptian systems. 
3. Record your measurements.
4. Compare the results of your measurements among the three systems 

you used.

What to ask
• What makes some systems easier to use and what makes some 

systems harder? 
• Which system was easiest to measure with? Why?
• How does your cubit compare to your parent’s cubit?
• Compare the width of your finger, or digit to the customary inch. What do 

you see?
• If something is measured in inches and then measured in centimeters, 

which measurement would be a larger number? Why?

Did you know?
Standardization makes measuring systems work. The Egyptian system was
based on body lengths. People using it were able to standardize the units 
by using only one person’s body, the pharaoh. Eventually the pharaoh’s cubit
became standardized to a particular length so when a pharaoh died the 
measurement system remained intact.



What’s next?
• Measure your parent’s height in all three systems. Before you actually measure, 

use what you learned from your height measures to make an estimate about your
parent’s height.

• Some people say we should all use the metric system instead of the customary one.
Do you agree or disagree? Why? 

• Help take measurements for the next project around the house. 
• An inch is about two and a half centimeters. Figure out a way to convert inches into

centimeters without having to measure again. Tell someone your idea. 

To learn more
How Tall, How Short, How Far Away?
by David A. Adler
A child-friendly explanation of the history of measurement.

Measuring Penny
by Loreen Leedy
Lisa wants to measure her dog and she finds many different ways to measure her.

How it helps with school
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) Standards
Measurement: 3.11A; 4.12; 5.11A,B
Underlying Processes and Mathematical Tools: 3.16; 4.15; 5.15

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Standards
Measurement, Communication
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Name Egyptian MetricCustomary

1.   

2.   

3.   

4.

Charts for recording measurements

Digit: the width of one finger.

Palm: the width of four fingers.

Span: the distance from your thumb to your little  
          finger when your hand is spread.

Cubit: the distance from your elbow to the tip of your middle finger.

Source: How Tall, How Short, How Far Away By David A. Adler




