Hazel Leys History Unit Planner
Topic: Maya

Year Group: Six

Overview
Children 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.
NC POS History
 Learn about a non-European society that provides contrasts with British history – one study chosen from: early Islamic civilization, including a study of Baghdad c. AD 900; Mayan civilization c. AD 900; Benin (West
Africa) c. AD 900-1300.
Driver subject: History
Memorable experiences:
Workshop

Prior Learning:

Key learning points of driver subject

Learning progresses to











Create an in-depth study of the characteristics and importance of a past or
ancient civilisation or society (people, culture, art, politics, hierarchy).
Sequence and make connections between periods of world history on a
timeline
Explore the validity of a range of historical reports and use books,
technology and other sources to check accuracy.
Explore and explain how the religious, political, scientific or personal
beliefs of a significant individual caused them to behave in a particular
way.







The characteristics of the earliest civilisations include cities, governments,
forms of writing, numerical systems, calendars, architecture, art, religion,
inventions and social structures, many of which have influenced the world
over the last 5000 years and can still be seen in society today.
Create an in-depth study of the characteristics and importance of a past or
ancient civilisation or society (people, culture, art, politics, hierarchy).
Articulate and present a clear, chronological world history narrative within
and across historical periods studied.
Think critically, weigh evidence, sift arguments and present a perspective
on an aspect of historical importance.
Examine the decisions made by significant historical individuals,
considering their options and making a summative judgement about their
choices.
Historical narratives can describe long- and short-term causes and
consequences of an event; highlight the actions of significant individuals
and explain how significant events caused great change over time.

Key concepts
Civilisation - The characteristics of ancient civilisations include cities, government, language, writing, customs, numerical systems, calendars, architecture, art,
religion, inventions and social structures, all of which have influenced the world over the last 5000 years. Civilisations often evolved as distinct due to their
geographical place in the world.
Chronology – An understanding of time in terms of historical time frames, in this case the span of Maya civilisation is over thousands of years, compared to
hundreds for others. Chronology is also the means where we organise history. In this case it will be important to develop concurrent timelines with civilisations
already studied in KS2 i.e. Stone and Iron Ages (Y3), Ancient Greece (Y3), Roman Empire and Anglo-Saxons(Y4), Ancient Egyptians (Y5). Children will then have
several chronological references for example which civilisations around at the same time as the Maya, which lasted longer or about the same length of time etc.
Significance – In this case events and people. At Hazel Leys we use Christine Counsell’s 5 Rs when considering significant events and people.
1. How revealing is the event – does it reveal much about a time in history?
2. Did it result in change?
3. Was it remarkable or judged to be remarkable at the time?
4. Is it still remembered and why?
5. Does it still bear relevance today?
Society – how is this different from other societies around at the time e.g., ancient Egypt and stone-age Britain
Religion – In this case the belief system. Beliefs are centred around the geographical features of the region.
Similarities and differences – In this case comparing civilisations military and cultural events.
Cause and consequence – Thinking about the possible causes of the end of the Maya civilisation

know and understand significant aspects of the history of the wider world:
the nature of ancient civilisations; the expansion and dissolution of
empires; characteristic features of past non-European societies;
achievements and follies of mankind
 understand historical concepts such as continuity and change, cause and
consequence, similarity, difference and significance, and use them to make
connections, draw contrasts, analyse trends, frame historically-valid
questions and create their own structured accounts, including written
narratives and analyses
 understand the methods of historical enquiry, including how evidence is
used rigorously to make historical claims, and discern how and why
contrasting arguments and
 interpretations of the past have been constructed
 Pupils should be taught about:
at least one study of a significant society or issue in world history and its
interconnections with other world developments [for example, Mughal
India 1526-1857; China’s Qing dynasty 1644-1911; Changing Russian
empires c.1800-1989; USA in the 20th Century].
HLA Vertical history concepts
‘Power, empire and democracy’ - Who holds power, and what
does this mean for individuals at different levels of society? How is
this power legitimised? How are people’s rights different in
different political contexts?
‘Community, family and culture’ – What is life like for people
in different societies? How are these societies structured? How
are family or community relationships different at different
times and in different places? How is their culture the same or
different to those of other societies we have learned about?

Enquiry questions:
Where and when did the Maya live?
Children could read the myth of How the Maya got chocolate and be shown other foods they gave us including;
maize (sweetcorn), chocolate, vanilla, chillies, sweet potato, squash, papaya, avocado, tomato, black beans.
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
Place the Maya on a timeline of the history they have studied including Ancient Egyptians, Iron Age, Bronze
Age, Roman invasion, Anglo-Saxons, Victorians and WW2. Children create a timeline to show how the Maya
tie in with other civilisations learned about in KS2.
What can artefacts tell us about the Maya?
Show a photo of a statuette of Lady K’Bel - (this figurine, thought to depict Lady K'abel, was excavated from a burial site in
2006.) Ask the children what questions they’d like to ask this character.
Tell children that K’abel, was considered the greatest ruler of the Late Classic period, she ruled with her husband, K’inich
Bahlam, for at least 20 years (672-692 AD). She was the military governor of the Wak kingdom for her family, and she
carried the title “Kaloomte’,” translated to “Supreme Warrior,” higher in authority than her husband, the king.
What does this tell us about Maya society and who could rule?
Provide other photos of artefacts and ask children to look carefully at what they tell us about the civilisation of the Maya.
What was Maya writing like and what can it tell us about their society?
The Maya had emblem glyphs for their cities, much as sport teams have insignia. Using examples from the Maya glyphs book, students can make
their own emblem glyph thinking about the attributes of Corby.
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 information from the booklet students can draw their own stelae and record important events in their lives.
For the Maya, writing and painting were virtually identical and within the glyphs 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. Challenge children to decode the
glyphs on a Maya Stelae or pyramid. Compare the glyphs to Egyptian writing. Children should learn that the Maya were one of only a few
civilisations to develop writing at that time. Others include the Egyptians, Sumerians and Shang dynasty.
How did the Maya tell the time?
Discuss the 52-year calendar round (made up of the sacred year and solar year) and the Long Count system (see information in folder)
Children could calculate their birthdates 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
Children could make a calendar – see instructions in folder.
Did the Maya play football like us?
Children learn about the ancient Maya ball game and its cultural significance and compare it with other
spectator sports past and present. Show a picture of a ball court at Uxmal. Explain how the ball game was
played. https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-balls
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/zq6svcw/articles/zbqyy4j?scrlybrkr=b8175f14
Do you think the England team would like to play the Maya ball game? Why?
Children identify the similarities and differences between modern football and the Maya ball game.
How significant was Gonzalo Guerrero?
Show pictures of Maya warriors and Spanish soldiers. Look at the similarities and differences.

Explain what an aquebus is. See photo.

Possible misconceptions:
A good summing up of misconceptions can be found here https://www.mentalfloss.com/article/652024/maya-civilizationmisconceptions

Ask – In the event of a battle between these two, which one was likely to win? Why?
Explain that the Maya were most powerful up to around AD 900, when they begin to decline. They don’t disappear altogether – after all
there are around 7 million Maya alive in the area today. The fact that they, as a Stone-Age people, were able to resist the Spanish for so long tells
us they were important. But just how important was the role of Gonzalo Guerrero in all this? Does he deserve to be?
Explain that people are significant if they
 changed events at the time they lived.
 improved lots of people’s lives – or made them worse.
 changed people’s ideas.
 had a long-lasting impact on their country or the world.
 had been a really good or a very bad example to other people of how to live or behave.
Share some facts about Gonzalo Guerrero.

In 1511, Gonzalo Guerrero was on board a treasure ship sailing from Panama
to Santo Domingo when it was destroyed during a storm.
Along with 15 others he managed to escape in the ship's lifeboat. On landing,
all the survivors were captured by a local Maya tribe and forced into wooden
cages. They were made to work as slaves, clearing the fields, harvesting the
crops, and defending the village from attacks by other Maya tribes. By 1519,
the year Hernan Cortes began his conquest of Mexico, only two were still
alive - Gonzalo and Geronimo de Aguilar, a priest. By 1519 Gonzalo had
managed to become a free man, and had married Zazil Ha, the daughter of
the local Maya warlord in Chetumal. He had three children - probably the
first 'mixed-race' children in the Americas. He had achieved his freedom
because of bravery in battle. Cortes heard of these two Spanish survivors in
the Yucatan and sent messengers to them asking if they would join him in his
expedition to conquer Mexico. Gonzalo chose to stay with the Maya and his
family. Gonzalo had come with 50 war-canoes from Chetumal early in 1536,
to help Çiçumba fight the Spanish who were attempting to colonize his lands.
The Spaniard was killed in the battle by an arquebus shot.

 How is Gozales Guerro significant to Maya people?
 Is he more or less significant than Lady K’abel? Or Hernan Cortes?
Children develop their viewpoints using evidence and the definition of significance.

What happened to the Maya civilisation?
Show the video and the pictures of Maya today. https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/zq6svcw/articles/zndq7p3?scrlybrkr=b8175f14
Show a modern historian’s considerations about causes for the Maya civilisation dying out.
Interpretations/Cause and Consequence
1. Natural Disaster: an earthquake, volcano or epidemic disease may have destroyed cities and killed tens of thousands of people.
2. War: Maya cities often fought each other. This may have weakened them.
3. Famine: as populations grew, it put pressure on farmers to provide more food. A few bad harvests could have caused mass starvation.
4. Climate change: sea levels may have risen around the time of the Mayan collapse. This would have forced coastal people inland, putting strain
on cities.
5. de-forestation – denuded the soil/reduced agricultural production
6. The actions of the elite rulers of the cities. Spending lots of money building new cities undermined the economy
[Alex Woolf, The Mayans, Badger Books, pp28-29]
Ask children to identify the following about each reason.
 What is fact?
 What is opinion?
 What evidence does the author use to support this view?
 What evidence does the author not use to support this view?
 What judgement can we make about this interpretation?
And after to develop their own viewpoint about the likely causes.
Subject knowledge:
There is debate about how to use the term 'Maya' or 'Mayan'. In academic use, 'Mayan' is restricted to referring to their languages; ‘Maya’ is the adjectival form
used for non-linguistic aspects. We have followed this convention in this plan, although when searching for online resources you may use either term.

Vocabulary:
ancestor, archaeology, astronomy, ball court, calendar, ceramics,
ceremony, city, civilisation, class, compound, courtyard, festival,
hieroglyphs, jade, Meso-America, mythology, noble, palace, plaza,

People often think that the Mayas only existed in the past. Today there are over seven million Maya people, most of whom live in Central America and southern
Mexico. Even though the Spanish conquest resulted in centuries of cruelty towards the Maya people, causing their population to decline, many Maya people still
maintain some of their traditions. In fact, there are currently 31 different Mayan languages being spoken today. However, these languages are becoming
endangered because of discrimination. Sometimes people won’t even be offered jobs if they speak a Mayan language! To keep these languages alive, some
people write literature in Mayan languages as well as Spanish, so that their culture will not die out forever.

poncho, priest, pyramid, re-enactor, sacrifice, slave, stelae, temple,
tomb, tortilla, workshop

For other Maya topics see subject knowledge articles in resource folder.

Opportunities to develop reading and writing skills
Linked text:

Opportunities to develop mathematics skills

