maya civilization

social studies, GRADES: 5–8

“He followed her voice around the side of the pyramid and there, spread out below him, was
the glorious ancient city that had once ruled the Monkey River.
It wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He’d thought Itzamna would be another boring
archaeological site like the ones in his parents’ photograph albums – a hodgepodge of tapedoff trenches and rubble and piles of old stones, meaningless to anyone but the experts. But this
place was at once magnificent and welcoming, like coming home to the most beautiful city in
the world.”
					
The Jaguar Stones, Book One: Middleworld, page 204
Essential Question:
What was the scope and span of the Maya civilization?
Sub Questions:
•
•
•

What is a civilization?
How did the major Maya city-states compare geographically, technologically, and culturally?
What can we learn from studying past civilizations?

Materials/Resources:
•
•
•
•
•
•

A Teacher’s Guide to the Ancient Maya (provided on our website)
Mystery object example
How to write Maya glyphs and Maya syllabary (provided on our website)
Drawing materials such as paper and pencils, and coloring materials such as paint, colored pencils,
markers, crayons, and modeling clay.
Book and web-based materials for student research.
Simple craft materials for constructing model pyramids.
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Objectives:
The students will know:
• Important historical, geographical, and cultural information pertaining to the Maya civilization.
• How to incorporate this information into the greater time-line of early Mesoamerican
development.
The students will be able to:
• Compare and contrast Maya city-states and major historical periods of Maya civilization.
• Demonstrate an understanding of how Maya civilization changed over time, to the present day.
• Identify common roles of people in Maya society.
• Work creatively in a group environment under a given context.
• Orally present new concepts in a precise and informative manner, and elaborate on spoken
material when prompted by the teacher or classmates.
RATIONALE:
Maya civilization spanned 3,000 years and, in its Classic period, comprised a chain of independent
city states spread across what are now Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, Honduras and El Salvador.
Through time and across the different climates and terrains, each city state evolved its own distinct
character, architecture, culture and political systems. There are many possible reasons for the eventual
abandonment of the great city-states, but it seems that we can learn much today from the downfall of
the Maya.
Key Vocabulary:
Calakmul, Caracol, Chichen Itza, Copan, Palenque, Tikal, Tulum, Uxmal (pronounced oosh-mahl):
names of Maya city-states.
Cenote: a pool of fresh water fed by an underground spring.
Ex: a long strip of cloth worn by Maya men.
Pati: cape-like garment worn by the Maya.
Stela (plural, stelae): tall stone, decorated with carvings and Maya glyphs, often telling a story or
recording historical information. Similar to Native American totem pole.
Tamales: a staple of the Maya diet, consisting of a corn-based wrap filled with anything from rice,
chicken, beans, to more corn.
Glyph: the name given to more than 800 signs used in the Maya writing system to represent a word,
phrase, or syllable.
Mesoamerica: archeologist’s name for Central America.
Pyramid: A four-sided structure in which each side is triangular in shape. The sides form a large
square at the base, then slope upward and meet at the top to form a point. Maya-style pyramids
featured steep staircases on the outside of at least one of the sides, and a platform at the top. They
were often painted red.
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COMMON CORE STANDARDS:
Speaking & Listening:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.6.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in
groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 6 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’
ideas and expressing their own clearly.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.6.2 Interpret information presented in diverse media and formats (e.g., visually,
quantitatively, orally) and explain how it contributes to a topic, text, or issue under study.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.6.4 Present claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent
descriptions, facts, and details to accentuate main ideas or themes; use appropriate eye contact,
adequate volume, and clear pronunciation.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.6.5 Include multimedia components (e.g., graphics, images, music, sound) and
visual displays in presentations to clarify information.
Writing in History, Science & Technical Subjects:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.1 Write arguments focused on discipline-specific content.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.2 Write informative/explanatory texts, including the narration of
historical events, scientific procedures/ experiments, or technical processes.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.4 Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development,
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.7 Conduct short research projects to answer a question (including a selfgenerated question), drawing on several sources and generating additional related, focused questions
that allow for multiple avenues of exploration.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.8 Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources,
using search terms effectively; assess the credibility and accuracy of each source; and quote or
paraphrase the data and conclusions of others while avoiding plagiarism and following a standard
format for citation
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.9 Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis, reflection,
and research.
Language Arts - History / Social Studies:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.7 Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, photographs, videos,
or maps) with other information in print and digital texts.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.8 Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.9 Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the
same topic.
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Introductory Lesson: WHAT IS A CIVILIZATION?
Procedure:
1. Ask the class to decide what they think constitutes a civilization. What specific elements do they
share? List the students’ ideas on the board.
2. Using the elements of civilization, ask the class how archeologists find out about those elements
and how they worked. What evidence do they look for? What can they infer from their findings?
What mistaken assumptions might they make?
3. Show students a photograph of an unusual object from a local museum. (Or ask if anyone has
a suitably mysterious object to bring in from home.) Taking the object purely at face value, ask
students to describe what they see and guess what the object’s purpose might be. What kind
of additional information would be helpful in finding the answer? Eg: Where was it found, what
other objects were found nearby, what is it made from, what time period is it from, and how do we
know that? (Photograph of example mystery object attached.)
4. When the class has agreed on the most likely purpose for the object, ask them to consider what
it tells us about the people who made it and used it. What assumptions can we make about their
daily life? What significance did the object have in their culture?
5. Reveal the correct answer and discuss results.
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ACTIVITY 1: ADOPT AN ANCIENT MAYA CITY STATE
Procedure:
1. Briefly explain to the class the general lifestyle of the Maya living in urban centers. As a class,
create a large map of Mesoamerica and identify the locations of the major city-states in the Maya
region and their local environments (highlands, lowlands, etc).
2. Divide the class into groups and assign each group one of the following Maya city-states: Caracol,
Chichen Itza, Copan, Palenque, Tikal, Uxmal.
3. Within their groups, have each student select a role they will undertake in their city by drawing
titles from a hat. Roles may include king, scribe, warrior, merchant, farmer, or slave. Have each
student write a short journal entry in which they discuss how they feel about the role in society
which “life” has assigned them, and their imagined relationships with the other members of the
city.
4. Students should then consult the glyph guide to choose a Maya name for themselves. Boys’
names can begin with “Aj,” (pronounced ahh) meaning “He of the”, while girls’ names can begin
with “Ix” (pronounced eesh) meaning “Lady”. The rest of the name might contain a color and the
name of a rainforest animal or natural feature. For example, Aj Balam (He of the Jaguar) or Ix Sak
Lool (Lady White Flower). More inspiration can be found from lists of Maya kings and queens, or
from the Popol Vuh. For classroom usage, students should address each other in the English form
of their name.
Expansion Activity:
1. Have students study the Maya syllabary sheet, and write their real names out in Maya syllabic
glyphs.
2.	Create a model Temple of Inscriptions. Using their Maya glyphs or their syllabic names, students
should create a “plaque” of their Maya name. On a large piece of paper, students either write or
draw our their name, then decorate the plaque with color. A more advanced variation of this
project would be to use setting modeling clay such as Sculpty to create a flat plaque upon which
students could “engrave” their Maya name in writing or glyphs. When they are finished, the clay
would be baked, and the students could then paint its hardened surface for decoration. Students
should hang their plaques for display on the wall, creating their own “Temple of Inscriptions” in
the classroom.
3. The class, all wearing Maya name tags, could hold a Maya get-to-know-you party with hot
chocolate, tortillas and home-made tamales.
Questions for Further Discussion:
•

How long ago did the Maya live, and where were they located?

•

From whom were they descended?

•

Why are they important to study?

•

How did they contribute to the history and culture of Mesoamerica?
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ACTIVITY 2: CITY HISTORY AND ACHIEVEMENTS
Procedure:
1. As a class, create a large timeline of Maya civilization, and have each group mark important
events for their city on it. Discuss each period of growth and decline, and how each city fits into
the overall Maya world. Leave room for each group to add information as they discover it, and
encourage students to continually improve the timeline over the course of the City-State project.
2. Provide research materials and resources for students to independently investigate their cities in
greater detail.
3. In their groups, have students prepare a tourism campaign for their city. What would attract
an ancient Maya tourist from another city? Outstanding architecture? Interesting landscapes?
Festivals? What is the city’s wealth source? Any local food specialities? Niche products?
Campaigns may include brochures, slogans, jingles, travel posters and guides, event calendars,
commercials, etc.
4. Have students present their ad campaign to the rest of the class.
5. Students should imagine a tourist from 21st century travels back in time to their city. From their
point-of-view as a member of the local Maya community, they should write a journal entry about
the tourist’s visit What surprised them? Offended them? What were they impressed by? How did
the local Maya relate (or not relate) to the visitor? Were they able to educate the tourist in any way
and correct any mistaken assumptions? Do they feel people should still care about them in the
future? Why or why not?
Expansion Activity:
In their groups, have the students create a news report of current events going on in their city. The
report could take the form of a newspaper, magazine, or filmed news broadcast, and can be as
creative as possible. However, it should include at least three relevant stories, such as the coronation
of a new ruler, a battle being waged, or a successful crop harvest.
Questions for Further Discussion:
•

What were the Maya like as people?

•

What did they look like?

•

What did they wear?

•

What did they eat?

•

What did they do for fun?

•

What was their government like?

•

How was their society structured?

•

What was the role of men? Women? Children?

•

How do we know these things?

•

How could we be wrong in our assumptions?
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ACTIVITY 3: MAYA ARCHITECTURE
Procedure:
1. As a class, discuss Maya buildings and the creation of pyramids. Why were they built? Out of what
materials? What did buildings require of the community, and what did it give back?
2. Have each group investigate the type and style of pyramid typical to their city-state. Students
should investigate issues such as pyramid size, design, color, decoration, placement, and the type
of person (king or god) for whom the pyramids were built. Also, were the pyramids of the time
recycled from older buildings, or built from scratch?
3. Using this information, each group will imagine that their leader has ordered a new pyramid to be
designed and constructed. As a city, each group must determine who the pyramid is for and why.
Once the king or deity has been chosen, the group should decide a suitable location.
4. Groups will then sketch out a “blueprint” for their pyramid. Which direction will the entrance face?
What stars would it align itself with and why? How many levels will it have? Stairways? Doorways?
Style of corbel arches? What color will it be? How will it be decorated?
5. Once a design has been agreed upon, the group will construct a model of their pyramid. Materials
can include cardboard, modeling clay, etc. Once it is completed, each group will present their
finished model to the rest of the class, explaining the pyramid’s design in detail and what specific
relevance it has to their city.
Expansion Activities:
1. Students should write a journal entry, from the point-of-view of their Maya characters, in which
they examine the pros and cons of their pyramid construction on the city-state. How do they
feel about the use of manpower and resources? What is the significance of having the pyramid
dedicated to a king rather than a god, and vice versa? How might unchecked construction put a
strain on the greater community and its surrounding environment?
2. Have students investigate the modern problems of urban sprawl and city planning. They should
write an analytical paper focusing on the following questions: How are these problems similar to
and different from those faced by the Maya? How did they Maya deal with these issues? Is there
anything we can learn from their successes and failures in this area?
Questions for further discussion:

•

What was the importance of architecture to the Maya?

•

What advances did they make in the field of building?

•

Who were the buildings for, and what purposes did they serve?

•

What social responsibilities go along with construction projects?
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ACTIVITY 4: RITUAL AND PERFORMANCE
Procedure:
1. Assign each group to come up with a skit to present to the class that tells a Maya story. The skit
could be an episode from the Popol Vuh or another Maya legend (perhaps associated with their
city) a reenactment of a historical event, or an original script dramatizing an event such as an
impending war or a bad harvest.
2. Students should come up with a script idea, conduct research, and write their skit.
3. Give students class time to practice their skit. Encourage them to be as creative as possible—they
may want to employ the use of music, dance, or make traditional costumes.
4. Have each group perform their skit for the class. After they are finished, they should discuss their
process with the class. Why did they choose the subject matter they performed? How did they
pick which characters that appeared? What did they find most difficult about the assignment?
5. Each student should write a journal entry from the point-of-view of their adopted Maya role about
the performances as if they were real events. What happened? How do they feel about it? Was it
exciting? Frightening? What is going to happen as a result?
Questions for Further Discussion:
•

What were the Maya’s religious beliefs?

•

What kind of stories and myths did they tell?

•

What kind of festivals and holidays did they celebrate?

•

Why are rituals and belief systems important to a society?

•

What can such things tell us about a civilization?
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ACTIVITY 5: WHERE DID THE MAYA GO?
Procedure:
1. Talk to the class about the mystery of the Maya decline. As a class, brainstorm theories for when
and why the Maya abandoned their great cities.
2. Have each group choose a theory for why they abandoned their particular city. Each group
should conduct research to find evidence to back up their theory.
3. Each student should, in their journals, describe the abandonment of their city from the point of
view of their Maya character. What happened? What are they going to do? How do they feel?
What do they think the future holds for them?
4. Hold a class debate in which the groups argue their theories for the fall of the Maya civilization.
5. In their journals, have students create a time-line of events for their city, and talk about how their
city fits into the story of Maya civilization as a whole.
Expansion Activities:
•

Discuss the impact of European settlers on the 16th century Maya and compare the story of their
conquest against those of the Aztecs and the Incas.

•

By destroying almost the entire written record of Maya knowledge, Friar Diego de Landa made it
easier for the conquistadors to represent the Maya as devil-worshipping savages. With particular
reference to Landa, discuss how conquerors get to rewrite the history books. How have Landa’s
actions affected the modern view of the Maya?

•

Students should research and understand the events leading up to the Caste Wars of the Yucatan,
1847-1901, which is generally regarded as the most successful Indian/peasant rebellion in the
history of the New World. What role did weather play in the Maya defeat?

•

Students should research the modern-day descendants of the ancient Maya, and write a paper
focusing on the following questions: Where do the Maya live now and what is life like for them?
How has their culture changed over time? How is it still similar to the ancient society? How has
modern culture been integrated into old traditions?

•

Having studied the ancient Maya, is it any easier to answer the question, what is a civilization?
Have the students select several ancient cultures and write an essay comparing and contrasting
them with the Maya civilization.
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Assessment:
Students should be evaluated based on their group presentations and their individual written
assignments. Items produced should include personal journals, model pyramids, and products
created by each group.
Included materials:
•
•
•
•
•

Mystery object example (attached below)
A teacher’s guide to the Ancient Maya
Maya syllabary
Writing Maya glyphs 1 & 2
City states project & project ideas.

Useful Links:
Best Maya Websites: links to the best Maya websites organized by subject:
https://www.jaguarstones.com/maya/links.html
Maya Ruins: photographs from a wide range of Maya sites - with site maps: http://mayaruins.com
Mesoweb: articles, photographs and information on the Maya. http://www.mesoweb.org
Maya Web - photographs and articles on the ancient and contemporary Maya:
http://www.mayaweb.nl/enghome.htm
FAMSI: the definitive Maya resource - includes glyph dictionaries, a guide to writing glyphs, drawings of Maya
monuments, and down-loadable versions of the Maya codices. www.famsi.org
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Mystery Object:
This object is 23 inches long. What could it be? Clue: it was found near a stream.

Answer: Native American eel trap.

