
Knowledge, skills and concepts

In this unit, the children will:

• Identify the significant features of Mayan society and how these have changed or remained 
the same over time 

• Compare these features with those of other societies studied

• Learn about interpretations – why different historians have differing arguments about why 
the Maya declined

• Understand the importance of the Maya society and why it remains significant today

• Learn about a non-European society – the Mayan civilisation c. 900 AD – that provides 
contrasts with British history

• Gain a coherent knowledge and understanding of Britain’s past and that of the wider world

• Know and understand significant aspects of the history of the wider world, including 
characteristic features of past non-European societies.

THE MAYAN CIVILISATION:  
Why should we remember the Maya? 
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Unit overview

In this unit, the children will explore the world of the Maya and debate whether they should 
continue to be remembered today as a significant culture. They will also study the possible 
reasons why the Maya city-states declined after 900 AD. They will consider the issues 
faced when studying a culture where only a limited range of types of evidence is available, 
predominantly archaeological evidence. They will make links to other societies studied, such as 
the Stone Age and Ancient Egypt.

Background information
The Maya were a Stone Age society in Central America. 
This area now comprises mainly of parts of Guatemala 
and Mexico. They formed a society of city states, largely 
based in tropical rainforests. The Maya first appeared 
around 2000 BC, but their main period is from around 
0 AD to around 1300 AD. There was a big change in 
the civilisation around 900 AD, when many Maya cities 
were deserted and around 90% of the population 
disappeared. Historians disagree about why this 
happened.

Many historians think the Maya were the most 
advanced society in Meso-America during this period, 
even though they did not use wheels, had no metal 
and no major roads. They succeeded in building a 
huge trading empire and some of their cities grew to 
contain around 50,000 people. They used the rainforest 
effectively, mainly growing maize and grinding it into 
flour to make tortilla-type bread. They gave the world 
chocolate, which they drank flavoured with chilis. They 
also used cocoa beans as a form of currency. 

The Maya also developed a complex calendar and 
had a writing system based on glyphs. They make a 
perfect contrast with Stone Age Britain (there are lots of 
similarities, but also many differences), Ancient Egypt 
(pyramids and hieroglyphs) or Shang China (jade and 
obsidian). There are still around 5 million Maya living 
in the region today and they provide us with many 
insights into their ancestors. 



The Big Finish

CREATE A MAYAN CODEX

Children will create their own Mayan codex – a folding book – containing the answers to their own, self-
generated questions about the Mayan civilisation.

Independent learning area

Mayan peoples had no stringed musical instruments, and they relied on percussion and wind instruments to 
make their music.

Have some musical instruments in the independent learning area and see if the children can reproduce the 
sound of Mayan music. Instruments such as gourds, pan pipes, etc., might be useful here. You could provide 
junk materials to allow the children to create their own musical instruments.

At the end of the topic, perhaps some of the children could give a concert to the rest of the class.

Assessment

All children can: 
• understand the way that the Maya lived
• count in the base 20 numeral system
• appreciate how the Maya fitted in with the climate of the area they lived in.
Most children can: 
• compare the Maya with Stone Age Britain or Ancient Egypt
• do sums in the base 20 numeral system
• understand some of the reasons put forward for why many Maya disappeared around 900 AD.
Some children can:
• ask questions about the evidence we have for the Maya
• meaningfully compare the base 20 numeral system with Roman numerals and our own system of numbers
• appreciate the lessons that we can learn from the reasons why the Maya declined around 900 AD.
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Cross-curricular links

• Maths: doing sums in different 
types of number systems

• Science: exploring the impact of 
technology on other societies

• Geography: learning about 
rainforest characteristics, 
agricultural practices in other 
parts of the world, and climate 
change and its impact on a society. 
Carrying out map work

• Religious studies: exploring 
different aspects of what people 
believe in

• Reading: exploring a range of 
written sources and have the 
chance to use and apply their skills 
for every content domain but with 
a focus on working out meaning 
of words in context, retrieval and 
summarising. 

• Writing: in each lesson, the pupils 
can write answers to questions 
with a focus on using the evidence 
they have been taught. This 
provides ample opportunity to 
write reasoned paragraphs that 
include cohesive devices, a range 
of punctuation, in a formal style and 
non-fiction.


