
 
 
 

 

 

Unit xxx: Why should we study the Maya? 
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About this unit 
Pupils will learn about the remarkable achievements of the ancient Maya. Through these activities pupils will learn about the Maya perspective of time, the 
calendar system, writing, maths and the environment.  In doing so they should see the stark contrast between their own history and that of the Maya.  Aside from 
learning about Maya culture, the unit will encourage pupils to move away from the tendency in applying one’s own cultural values in judging the behaviour and 
beliefs of people raised in other cultures. Instead, pupils will be aware of the different (though not inferior) ways of doing things and the complexity of human life.  

 
 
 
Unit Structure 
 
The unit is structured around the achievements of the Maya, which in turn 
describes some of the key features of the culture.  

1. Where and when did the Maya live? 
 
2. What was Maya writing like? 

3. How did the Maya tell the time? 

      4.     What numbers did the Maya use in Maths? 

      5.     Did the Maya play football like us?  

      6.     How do we know about the Maya?  

 How this unit links to the new national curriculum for history 
It addresses the study of ‘a non-European society that provides contrasts with 
British history’. 

It allows links and comparisons to be made with other Stone Age societies, like 
Britain. 

It allows pupils to make deductions from artefacts rather than written evidence 

 

 
 

 

 

 

1. Where and when did the Maya 
Live? 

 



 
 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND 
SUGGESTED LESSON IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should learn: 
• When and where 

the Maya lived and 
the type of 
environment they 
lived in 
 
 

 Understand the 
difficulties of 
sustaining a 
civilization in a 
rainforest 
environment  

 
 
 
 
 
 

• Place the Maya on a 
timeline of the history they 
have studied 

 
 

 
 
Show pupils a map of the Maya 
area and discuss where they 
live 
 
 
• Discuss what a rainforest 

environment is like and 
show clips, pictures of the 
types of wildlife that live 
there 

 
 
• Discuss the terms ‘bajos’ 

‘cenotes’ ‘chultuns’ (water 
storage) and their 
importance for the Maya 

 

Timeline of the Maya, from Primary History 68 [attached 
as ppt slide] 
 
http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/maya-world 
 
Woodlands Junior School has great rainforest resource 
– a website that explains the type of rainforests there 
are, where they are found and what we get from them.  
The website also includes a link to the national 
geographic website where you can hear the sounds of 
the rainforest at night.  
   http://resources.woodlands-
junior.kent.sch.uk/homework/Grainforest.html 

The Rainforest Alliance – 
 http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/kids/visits 

This excellent resource has a childrens’ slideshow on 
the Guatemalan rainforest and Belize, as well as online 
games, activities such as colouring in rainforest birds, 
mammals, reptiles and plants and virtual storybooks – 

Manny Manatee and the Mystery of the Murky Water, 
Life in San Miguelito and Alex Goes Exploring in El 
Imposible 
http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/kids/stories 

Another good site on the rainforest is 
http://kids.mongabay.com, which includes teacher 
resources with lesson plans and handouts 
 
Electronic Atlas of the Ancient Maya created by 
Maya archaeologists  
http://mayagis.smv.org/maps_of_the_maya_area.htm 

National Geographic: Lesson plans, activities and 
maps for the Maya 

http://www.nationalgeographic.com/expeditions 

 
 
How well adapted to life in the rain 
forest were the Maya? 
 
Were all Maya towns and cities the 
same? 
 
 
 

http://maya.nmai.si.edu/the-maya/maya-world
http://resources.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/homework/Grainforest.html
http://resources.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/homework/Grainforest.html
http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/kids/visits
http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/kids/stories
http://kids.mongabay.com/
http://mayagis.smv.org/maps_of_the_maya_area.htm
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/expeditions


The Maya Project, Loughborough University: 
Concerns the modern Maya and themes such as 
nutrition and health, women’s roles and living 
conditions.  http://mayaproject.org.uk 
 
The Science Museum of Minnesota presents Maya 
Adventure, a World-Wide Web site that highlights 
science activities and information related to ancient and 
modern Maya culture. Featured in the project is 
information from two exhibits about the Maya developed 
by the Science Museum of Minnesota, Cenote of 
Sacrifice and Flowers, Saints and Toads. 
http://www.smm.org/sln/ma/index.html 
 
Mario’s Mayan Journey: Michelle McCunney. Mundo 
Publishing. 1997. Ages 4-8. Mario, a young Mexican 
boy, is fascinated by stories of the Mayan people and 
their artifacts. He dreams himself into a jungle setting 
with a boy and girl. 
 

Children should learn: 
• Awareness of how 

the Maya fitted in 
to a wider 
chronological 
pattern of other 
civilisations and 
periods 

 

 
Timeline activity to show how 
the Maya tie in with other 
topics/units studied by the 
class.  
 
 

Final activity 
  
Archaeolgoists suggest the Maya were the most 
advanced Mesoamerican culture. Do you agree that 
the Maya were an advanced civilisation? Why? 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

How will this enquiry help children to make progress in history? 
Pupils will learn about and understand in an empathetic way, a civilisation that 
is very different to their own.  They will develop a knowledge of the life and 
achievements of the ancient Maya, which is covered under Key Stage 2.  
Pupils will also gain an understanding of archaeology and the difficulties in 
interpreting the past with only the material remains at hand.  

  
 

 

 

http://mayaproject.org.uk/
http://www.smm.org/sln/ma/index.html


 

 

2. What was Maya writing like?  

 

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND SUGGESTED 
LESSON IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should learn: 
 

• Learn about the 
Maya writing 
system and its 
uses 

 
 The similarities 

and differences 
between the Maya 
writing system 
and ours 

 
  

 
 
 
 

The Maya had emblem glyphs for their 
cities, much as sport teams have 
insignia.  Using examples from the 
FAMSI booklet, students can make their 
own emblem glyph thinking about the 
attributes of their town. 
 
Show the NOVA documentary ‘Lost 
Kingdoms of the Maya’, which includes 
a tour with David Stuart (a Maya 
epigrapher) around Copan. Copan has 
a stairway of 62 steps, each 10 m wide, 
which contain some 2,200 individual 
glyphs, the longest of all Maya 
hieroglyphic texts, representing the 
major rulers of the Copan dynasty.  
Students can make their own 
hieroglyphic stairway concerning events 
of their family’s lives or the town in 
which they live. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99foD
ilswZA&list=FLndAMw5lgutgeY_1i6YNEqA&
index=15 
 
Stelae were carved standing stones 
that represented the major events in a 
ruler’s life such as accession to the 
throne, marriage, conquest and so on.  
Using the booklet students can draw 
their own stelae and record important 
events in their lives 
 

The FAMSI website has a teachers’ guide book and also a 
booklet on the “non-technical introduction to Maya glyphs’.  This 
is an excellent guide showing how to write your name in Maya 
glyphs, simple sentences, and includes information on the Maya 
calendar and numbers 
http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf 

 
A great resource is the NOVA documentary ‘Cracking the Maya 
Code’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5ppfC6y-5s 
 

. 

 
 
Can you write your name in 
Mayan? 
 
 
Can you make a model of a 
stela with the major events of 
your life on it? 
 
 
 
 
 

Children should learn: For the Maya, writing and painting were 
virtually identical and within the glyphs 

The website also has an example of reading a stela – not only 
the glyphs themselves, but how they were spoken too.  

 
Can you decode the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99foDilswZA&list=FLndAMw5lgutgeY_1i6YNEqA&index=15
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99foDilswZA&list=FLndAMw5lgutgeY_1i6YNEqA&index=15
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99foDilswZA&list=FLndAMw5lgutgeY_1i6YNEqA&index=15
http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5ppfC6y-5s


• What the 
hieroglyphs tell 
us of Maya 
culture and 
society 

 
 
 

themselves there is a strong link 
between text and picture. Have pupils 
try and decipher Maya glyphs with the 
knowledge that for the Maya pictures 
and text were closely linked. 
 

http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf 

Breaking the Maya Code: Michael Coe. Thames and Hudson. 
1992.  History of the decipherment of Maya hieroglyphics. 

Reading the Maya Glyphs: Michael Coe and Mark Van Stone. 
Thames and Hudson. 2001. A guide that will enable students 
with no previous training in Maya epigraphy or archaeology to 
read and understand commonly encountered Classic Maya texts.  
Also fully covered are descriptions of the nature of the script, the 
intricate Maya calendar, dynastic and political texts and every 
aspect of the natural and supernatural world in which they lived 
 

message on a Maya 
stela or pyramid? 
 

Children should learn: 
How similar, and how different, 
Mayan and Egyptian writing 
were 

 
 

 

 Final activity  
Create a wall display – half the class make an ‘Egyptian 
writing’ display and the other half make a ‘Maya 
writing’ display. Ask a different class, perhaps a younger 
class studying Egypt – to work out which is which. Can 
they tell the difference? Can the class studying Egypt 
‘read’ the Maya display?  
 
 
 
 

Compare Maya writing to that 
of Ancient Egypt 
 

 

 

How will this enquiry help children to make progress 
in history? 
Maya are a Stone Age society – how similar and how different are 
they to Stone Age Britain? 
 

  
 

 

 

http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf


3. How did the Maya tell the time? 
 

 

 

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND SUGGESTED 
LESSON IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should learn: 
 

• Understand 
and use the 
Maya 
Calendar 
round 

 
• To write 

your 
birthdate in 
the Maya 
calendar 
system 

 

Discuss the 52-year calendar round (made 
up of the sacred year and solar year) and 
the Long Count system.  

Calculate your birthdate in the Maya 
calendar: On the FAMSI website there is an 
interactive date conversion where can type 
in for example today’s date and it will give 
you the date in the Maya calendar.   
http://research.famsi.org/date_mayaLC.php 

 

FAMSI website has an excellent discussion with a 
powerpoint of this phenomenon, which you can change to 
your liking. 
http://www.famsi.org/research/vanstone/2012/index.html 
 
 
FAMSI website also has colouring books you can 
download for the Maya months and days – 
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/MayaMonths_English.p
df 
 
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/LosDiasMayasEnglish.p
df 

 

 
Can you work out the important dates in your life in the   
Make a personal timeline using Maya dating. 
 
 

Children should learn: 
• Understand 

the Maya 
Long Count 
Calendar 
System 

 
 
 

Using the Maya calendar worksheet ask 
your class to make their own Maya calendar 
and then give them questions to aid in their 
understanding of how it works.  For example 
if today is 1 Imix, what will be tomorrow, 
what date would be yesterday, what date 
would be next week and so on.  Using the 
sacred year calendar ask your class to 
make their own prophecies for each day. 
For example 1 Imix it will rain, 2 Ik is good 
day to plant seeds and so on.  
 

Primary History 68, pp40-41 contains the Maya calendar 
worksheet 
 
The Maya’s long count began on 13th August 3114 B.C. 
and was to end on 21 December 2012.  This has led to the 
popular idea that the Maya prophesied that the world is to 
end at that date.  However this is completely a modern 
invention, for the Maya time was not lineal, but circular and 
ever repeating.  21 December 2012 was only the end of a 
cycle for the Maya and a new one would begin the next 
day, much like our New Year’s Eve or end of the 
millennium.   
 
 

 
Can you produce a calendar for next week/month/term    
date system? 

Children should 
learn: 
There are different ways to 
measure time – Islam, 
Jews, the Maya all have 

 
Compare our present way of 
measuring time with other ways they 
have encountered in their study of 

Final activity 
 
Make a list of all the different ways of measuring time: eg 
BC/AD; BCE/CE; and so on. How similar are they, and how 

 

http://research.famsi.org/date_mayaLC.php
http://www.famsi.org/research/vanstone/2012/index.html
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/MayaMonths_English.pdf
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/MayaMonths_English.pdf
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/LosDiasMayasEnglish.pdf
http://www.famsi.org/research/pitts/LosDiasMayasEnglish.pdf


different ways to mark the 
passage of time 
 

history different? 
 

 

How will this enquiry help children to make progress 
in history? 
 
 

  
 

 

 

 

4. What numbers did the Maya use in Maths? 
 

 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND SUGGESTED LESSON 
IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should learn: 

• about Maya trade 
goods 

 
 
 
 
 

Goods were transported over long distances by canoe and foot 
transport, as the Maya did not have beasts of burden (such as 
donkey, ox, or elephant).  The nobles wore headdresses made of 
the tail feathers of quetzal bird. They wore cotton and painted 
their bodies as well as wearing jewellery made of shell and jade. 
Conch shells were used for pendants, beads, and as trumpets. 
 
Cacao originates from the Maya and was grown mainly in 
Guatemala.  A highly valued commodity, the bean of the cacao 
tree when processed, became the chocolate used in Maya 
sauces as well as daily drinks.  Cacao beans can be roasted, then 
easily stored and transported – for that reason cacao became a 
medium of exchange  (currency) in the great market economies 
of the Postclassic and contact periods. We see depictions of the 
Classic Maya use of cacao on their painted vessels.  A Classic 
Maya tomb found in Rio Azul, Peten, Guatemala contained 
paraphernalia of chocolate consumption.  A ruler was placed 
with pottery vessels and 6 cylindrical vases, some of these had 
rings around their interiors showing that they once contained 
some dark liquid.  One vase had glyphs on which read ‘a 
drinking vessel for cacao’. Several of these vessels were sent to 
the Hershey Company and were found to contain chocolate. 

The True History of Chocolate: Sophie D. Coe and Michael D. 
Coe. Thames and Hudson, 1996.  This book draws on 
archaeology, botany, and culinary history to present a history 
of chocolate including a section on the Maya 
 
Maya Archaeology of Mesoamerica Resource: Reports on 
Maya Archaeology for example the Foundation for Latin 
American Anthropological Research has books concerning 
plants utilized by the Maya, flowers, caves in Mesoamerican 
culture, incense, sacred food and drink, bats in Maya culture 
and Maya art rollouts of vases. 
 http://www.maya-archaeology.org 
 
The Maya: Activities and Crafts from a Mysterious Land 
(Secrets of Ancient Cultures): Arlette N. Braman and Michele 
Nidenoff. Ages 9-12. 2003. Jossey-Bass.  Make a Maya 
pyramid. Mix up a chili chocolate drink. Create a macaw 
headdress. This book is filled with activities and projects that 
will show you how the Maya people lived and played.  

 
 
Draw up a trade route map 
for the main Maya goods – 
where did the salt, jade, 
obsidian and limestone they 
depended upon come from? 
 
How were the Maya cities, 
sometimes up to 50,000 
strong, fed? Where did the 
food come from? 
 
Cacao beans were used as 
currency – what was the 
exchange rate? 
What are the advantages 
and disadvantages of using 
cacao beans as currency? 
This was only much l 

http://www.maya-archaeology.org/


Children should: 

• Be able to make 
calculations using 
the Maya numerical 
system 

• Be able to explain 
some of the 
similarities and 
differences 
between the Maya 
and U.K. 
mathematical 
system 

Maths calculations: add, subtract, multiply or divide, such as if a 
noble had 100 cacao beans what could he buy if a quetzal 
feather cost 10 cacao beans, a shell bead 5 cacao beans and so 
on, or if he had 3 shells and a friend gave him 12 shells and then 
an enemy took away 3 how many shells would he have left, or a 
merchant sold 2 bowls each day for 8 days, how many bowls did 
he sell in total?  The sums could be written out in the Maya 
numerical system. 

Instead of this website – give 
http://www.mayaskies.org/mayamath.html  - 
it is much better 
http://spaghettiboxkids.com/blog/mayan-
numbers-for-kids/ 
 
http://www-groups.dcs.st-
and.ac.uk/~history/HistTopics/Mayan_mathe
matics.html 
 
http://jaguarstones.com/maya/mayamath.ht
ml 
 
 

 
Some mathematical 
questions can be found 
here: 
http://mathcentral.uregina.
ca/RR/database/RR.09.00/h
ubbard1/mayanex.html 
 

Children should learn: 
About the inter-dependent nature 
of Maya cities. 
 
 
 
 

Which things the Maya valued most? And 
where did they come from? How did they pay 
for them? 

Final activity 
How important was trade to the Maya?  
 
 

Reaching a judgment based 
on the available evidence 

 

 

How will this enquiry help children to make progress 
in history? 
This unit will encourage pupils to think about the inter-dependence 
of societies, and how they make best use of the resources available 
to them. Were the Maya any better, or any worse, than other 
societies they have studied, at maximising their resources to benefit 
all their citizens? 
 

  
 

 

 

http://spaghettiboxkids.com/blog/mayan-numbers-for-kids/
http://spaghettiboxkids.com/blog/mayan-numbers-for-kids/
http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/~history/HistTopics/Mayan_mathematics.html
http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/~history/HistTopics/Mayan_mathematics.html
http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/~history/HistTopics/Mayan_mathematics.html
http://jaguarstones.com/maya/mayamath.html
http://jaguarstones.com/maya/mayamath.html
http://mathcentral.uregina.ca/RR/database/RR.09.00/hubbard1/mayanex.html
http://mathcentral.uregina.ca/RR/database/RR.09.00/hubbard1/mayanex.html
http://mathcentral.uregina.ca/RR/database/RR.09.00/hubbard1/mayanex.html


 

5.  Did the Maya play football like us?  
 

 

 

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND SUGGESTED LESSON 
IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should : 

• Become familiar 
with the Maya and 
their culture.  

What can we learn about the Ancient Maya from the Maya alive 
today? 

http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/the-
maya-a-4000-year-old-civilization-in-the-americas 
 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hi/hi_maya1.ht
m 
 
http://www.criscenzo.com/jaguarsun/mayanow.ht
ml 
 
The FAMSI guide includes an activity on the 
costumes of ancient Maya rulers - 
http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_
english.pdf 
 
Justin Kerr: Database of Maya vase rollouts and of 
Precoloumbian photographs.www.mayavase.com 
 

 
What questions about the ancient 
Maya do we have from studying the 
Maya today? 
 
 

Children should learn: 
 

• about Maya myth 
of creation in the 
Popul Vuh 

 
 
 
 

Popol Vuh: The Creation Myth of the Maya  
 
The story of the Jaguar ‘day and night’ god – very 
similar to the Greek myth of Helios 
 
The Maize God – why was the Maize God so 
important to the Maya? 
 
 
 

 
Popol Vuh: The Creation Myth of the Maya –  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1nYh0rumiY 
 
The Popul Vuh was the sacred book of the Quiche 
Maya written in the middle of the sixteenth century, 
and is the sole account known that refers specifically 
to the Maya ballgame (The myth of the Hero Twins).  
This video portrays the myths included in this book.  
This video is animated using actual Maya artwork 
found on pottery and in murals.  Students can make 
their own mythology comic, including characters 

 
Why did the Maya have so many gods? 
 
 
Is the way the Maya explain their 
universe similar to, or different from, 
the way other societies you have 
studied do the same? 
 
 

http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/the-maya-a-4000-year-old-civilization-in-the-americas
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/the-maya-a-4000-year-old-civilization-in-the-americas
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hi/hi_maya1.htm
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hi/hi_maya1.htm
http://www.criscenzo.com/jaguarsun/mayanow.html
http://www.criscenzo.com/jaguarsun/mayanow.html
http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf
http://www.famsi.org/reports/03075/CKguidebook_english.pdf
http://www.mayavase.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1nYh0rumiY


and a storyline. 
 
The Popul Vuh: A Sacred Book of the Maya: Victor 
Montejo. Groundwood Books, 2009. For ages 9-12. 
Wrathful and kindhearted gods, giants, mortals, 
jaguars and colourful birds are some of the 
characters and creatures that inhabit this creation 
story and genealogy recorded in the K’iche’ 
language in 1558 and discovered in 1701 by a 
Spanish priest. Children will enjoy this accessible 
retelling of a story that has largely been unavailable 
in English. The book includes vivid characterizations, 
tales of revenge and forbidden fruit, tests of wit and 
strength and explanations of why deer have short 
tails and monkeys live in trees. Full- and double-
page paintings rich in colour and detail illustrate the 
volume.  
 
Scholastic Instructor: This website has a reproducible 
handout (a comic strip) on the myth of the Hero Twins 
from the Popul Vuh.  It includes the activity of making 
your own mythological comic.\ 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/instructor/Sep04_
maya.htm 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/
highlight_objects/aoa/s/stone_bust_of_the_maize_
god.aspx 
 
The Chocolate  Tree – A Mayan Folktale, by Linda 
Lowery and Richard Kemp 
 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/instructor/Sep04_maya.htm
http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/instructor/Sep04_maya.htm
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/aoa/s/stone_bust_of_the_maize_god.aspx
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/aoa/s/stone_bust_of_the_maize_god.aspx
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/aoa/s/stone_bust_of_the_maize_god.aspx


Children should: 

Learn about the ancient 
Maya ball game and its 
cultural significance and 
compare it with other 
spectator sports past and 
present. 

 

 
What are the rules for the Ball Game? What 
happened to the winners? What happened to the 
losers? 
 
How would David Beckham cope playing the Maya 
ball game? 
 
What does the ball game tell us about the Maya? 
 
How similar, and how different, are ball game courts 
to modern football stadia? 
 

The Sport of Life and Death: The Mesoamerican 
Ballgame. A travelling exhibit organized by the Mint 
Museum of Art, Charlotte.  Great interactive website 
where students can learn about Maya culture and 
sites, how the ballgame was played in different 
areas, what was worn during the game, and the 
student can both watch and play the game.  
http://www.ballgame.org 
 
The Maya Culture in the Classroom webpage (LARC 
Resource) has a list of resources compiled from 
previous Tulane Maya Symposiums. There is a 
powerpoint presentation on the Maya ballgame by 
Marcus Eberl which you can download. It contains 
slides of the ballcourts themselves, a description of 
game, how it was played and so on. There is also a 
lengthy description of the Mesoamerican ballgame 
at this site. 
http://archive.stonecenter.tulane.edu/html/worksh
ops/MayaWorkshop2002/index.htm 
 
Discovery Education has a free teachers’ guide 
(Mystic Lands: Maya: Messages in Stone) which 
includes classroom activities for teaching the 
ballgame. Activities include: drawing a mural in the 
artistic style of the Maya depicting a ball game, 
comparing the Maya ball game with other spectator 
sports such as basketball or football, to actually 
playing the game using the Maya numerical system 
for keeping score. 
http://store.discoveryeducation.com/product/show
/50095 
 
 
 
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-
balls 
 

 
Why was the ball game so 
important to the Maya?  
 

http://www.ballgame.org/
http://archive.stonecenter.tulane.edu/html/workshops/MayaWorkshop2002/index.htm
http://archive.stonecenter.tulane.edu/html/workshops/MayaWorkshop2002/index.htm
http://store.discoveryeducation.com/product/show/50095
http://store.discoveryeducation.com/product/show/50095
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-balls
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-balls


Children should learn: 
How diverse the Maya world 
was 

 
 
 

 

Who had the power in Maya society?  Final activity. 
Create a ‘mind map’ of Maya society, 
highlighting the better-off and the worse-off 
members. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

How will this enquiry help children to make progress 
in history? 
This unit should help children realise how complicated and diverse 
Maya society was. There were rich and poor folk, weak and strong 
people, powerful and those without power, just like most other 
societies. 
 

  
 

 

 

6. How do we know about the Maya? 
 

 

 

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 
 

KEY CONTENT AND SUGGESTED 
LESSON IDEAS 

 

SUGGESTED RESOURCES 
 

ASSESSMENT 
OPPORTUNITIES 

Children should : 
Understand what an 
archaeologist does 
 
 
 
 

A Puzzle in the Peten - Interactive Dig at 
Waka archaeological site: gives the 
practicalities of life in the field and includes 
a field diary. 
http://www.archaeology.org/interactive/wak
a/index.html 

 

The Rubbish Bin Activity – see Primary History 66 Stone Age to Iron 
Age article 
 
'Doing archaeology' with children, Primary History 51 
The Historical Association, 2009 

 
What can we find out about the 
Maya from archaeology? 
 
 
 

Children should: The following activities reflect the difficulty of 
attributing the function or importance of an object 

 
Use Archaeologists at Work: A Teacher’s Guide to Classroom 

 
What can’t we find out about the 

http://www.archaeology.org/interactive/waka/index.html
http://www.archaeology.org/interactive/waka/index.html


 
• Understand the 

difficulty of 
making 
conclusions 
about the past 
using only 
material 
remains  

 
 
 
 

for someone without any information about the 
person or their culture.  
 
Ask students to bring in an object wrapped up 
(anonymously) of great importance to them.  Other 
students have to discuss the object, why it could be 
important and suggest who it belongs to.  
 
If you could leave a box with 3 objects in for an 
archaeologist would find in a 1000 years time 
which would help them understand your life today, 
which objects would you leave and why? 
 
If you had your very own time machine and could 
be transported back to the Maya heyday what 
would you bring to them as a gift and what would 
you bring back to our civilization that could be 
useful to us? 
 
If you could represent the ancient Maya by 3 
objects what objects would you use that represents 
their accomplishments and makes them stand out 
from other cultures? What about for your culture? 
What about for the place where you live? 

Archaeology, by Robin S. Landes and Joanna T. Moyar 1996, 
Alexandria Archaeology 
 
Short video on Wessex Archaeology Students who learn how to 
dig and record at an archaeological site in the UK 
http://www.youtube.com/user/wessexarchaeology#p/u/5/n2xv
EdxJHvk 

 

Lost Kingdoms of the Maya. National Geographic. LARC 
Resource. Excellent documentary on the archaeology of the 
Maya, including excavations and interviews with archaeologists. 
60 min. 
 
A Puzzle in the Peten - Interactive Dig at Waka 
archaeological site: gives the practicalities of life in the 
field, and includes a field diary. 
www.archaeology.org/interactive/waka/index.html 
repeated from above 
 
 

Maya from archaeology? 
 

Children should 
learn: 
That there are still 
lots of discoveries to 
be made about the 
Maya 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Why did it take so long to discover 
many of the Maya cities? 

Final activity 
Around 900AD around 90% of Mayans disappeared 
from their major cities. Can you work out why this 
happened? Historians have conflicting theories – 
which theory do you think is the most convincing? 
Why?  
 
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/modern-
myths-of-the-ancient-maya 
 
There was abandonment of sites in the Peten area, but 
the Maya did not disappear. 
 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/user/wessexarchaeology#p/u/5/n2xvEdxJHvk
http://www.youtube.com/user/wessexarchaeology#p/u/5/n2xvEdxJHvk
http://www.archaeology.org/interactive/waka/index.html
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/modern-myths-of-the-ancient-maya
http://www.mexicolore.co.uk/maya/home/modern-myths-of-the-ancient-maya


How will this enquiry help children to make progress 
in history? 
Children will review their learning and reach a conclusion about the 
Maya, and their place in history. 
 

  
 

 

 


	 Become familiar with the Maya and their culture. 
	Children should:
	Learn about the ancient Maya ball game and its cultural significance and compare it with other spectator sports past and present.

