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Follow a coin on its journey through the U.S. Mint
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While walking through the library with a friend, you spot two quar-
ters on the floor. You take one, and your friend keeps the other. Nei-
ther of you plan to have any overdue books, but you’ll hang onto the 
change just in case! Together, you wander over to the social sciences 
section to learn about how money is made. You discover that coins in 
the United States are usually made at a place called a mint. 

Heads and Tails

Every coin starts as an idea. Someone has to decide what it will look 
like. Most coins feature people, objects, and symbols that are im-
portant to the place where they’re used. The obverse, or head, usually 
has a design that’s different from the reverse, or tail. 

A mint mark is added to show 
where each coin is made. Oth-
er elements, like raised edges 
called reeds, help make coins 
harder to fake. The coins are 
sketched, and a stamp is made.

Stamp to It

Once the stamp is ready, it’s time to choose the metal. Most coins are 
made of strong, less flexible metals, like copper, nickel, or zinc. Some 
coins use several metals blended together. Before the stamp is ap-
plied, large metal sheets are rolled and disks are punched from them. 

FU N FACT

From 2022 to 2025, the 
U.S. Mint will release a 
series of quarters featuring 
distinguished women.
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Making the Rounds

The coins are delivered to major 
banks across the country. These 
banks are part of the Federal Re-
serve, or the central banking sys-
tem in the United States. From 
there, the coins are sent to smaller 
banks and stores. The coins eventually make their way into people’s 
pockets and wallets. Some get saved—in a piggy bank or jar, for ex-
ample—and some become part of a coin collection. Other coins con-
tinue to get passed from person to person. This is called circulation.

DID YOU KNOW?

A silver dollar made in 1794 
sold at an auction for more 
than $10 million! The coin 
may have been the first 
of its kind ever made.

Close-up of collectible U.S. 1-cent coins

The disks are then heated and squeezed. The stamp is pressed into 
the disks, or coins, to add the design to the metal. Finally, the coins 
are inspected, counted, and weighed. 
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A New Life

In the United States, a coin can stay in circulation for about 30 years. 
After that, the Federal Reserve takes the coin back. The metal is then 
melted down to make new coins. Hundreds of millions of coins are 
in circulation at this very moment. Coin production is heavier some 
years than others. But over time, the U.S. Mint is making fewer 
coins, while people use other forms of payment—likes credit cards 
and apps—more frequently. 

Close-up of many different types of U.S. coins


