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Autumn 
Year 6 

 

The Mayan Civilisation 
Why should we remember the Maya? 

Week 1: What can we learn about the Ancient Maya from the lives of the Maya today? 

Learning objective To use evidence to reach conclusions about the lives of the Maya in the past and the present 

Key question What can we learn about the Ancient Maya from the lives of the Maya today? 

Knowledge, skills and 
concepts 

● Establish clear narratives within and across periods they study 

● Regularly address historically valid questions about similarity and difference 

Success criteria ● I know where and how the Maya live today 

● I can use evidence about the Maya today to reach a conclusion about the Maya in the past 

● I can generate further questions to check my findings and deepen my understanding 

Key vocabulary Religious, social, economic, cultural, political, civilisation, pyramid, temple, conclusion, evidence 

Activities 1 As an initial hook, display the image of a Mayan pyramid, Tikal in Guatemala (teaching slide 6). The image will reveal 
slowly reveal to heighten suspense. To support children in engaging with the image you could ask them to describe 
what they can see, then ask them what they think they would smell, hear and feel if they were there. Stretch and 
challenge: children may make links with other cultures studied (the key example is Rising Stars History Year 4 Unit 1: 
The Ancient Egyptians, where pyramids were built). Introduce the newspaper report resource of the ‘lost civilisation’ 
and explain that the class will be carrying out an enquiry to find out more about them and why the Mayans are said 
to have ‘disappeared’.  

2 Introduce the key question for the unit: Why should we remember the Maya? You should make a link to previous 
units where the children considered the significance and importance of civilisations they studied. Ask: Does this 
image provide us with any information to help us to answer the key question? Think/pair/share: children write their 
ideas on sticky notes and add them to working wall/display. The children should note the complexity of the pyramid 
and the fact that it remains today to show how important the Maya were. 
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Ask: How can we find out more about the Maya to be able to answer the key question? The children should offer 
ideas (more images, written sources, discovery reports, etc.) – keep a copy of these on the working wall/display. 
Explain that they will find out about the Maya in the past by researching the Maya today. 

3 The children should try to locate the area in which the Maya lived using a modern map and a map of the area in 
900 AD (teaching slides 7 and 8). Ask them to name the modern countries now covered by this region, and if 
possible, find and label Tikal, the site of the pyramid shown at the start of the lesson. 

On teaching slide 9, display an image of an area of rainforest to give children a visual sense of what the area looks 
like – link to work covered in Rising Stars Geography Year 6 Unit 1: South America/The Amazon). Ask: What do you 
already know about areas of rainforest? What vegetation would you find? What animals live there? What is the 
climate like? What is life like for the people that live in the area?  

4 Carry out the Mayan timeline activity using the resource (also using teaching slide 10), and then use the class 
timeline to place the Maya in a time context in relation to the present day and to other cultures studied, e.g. the Iron 
Age and the Romans (teaching slide 11). 

5 Display teaching slide 12. Ask: What do we want to know about the Maya to help us to answer our key question? 
(Suggestions could be what they achieved in terms of accommodation, transport, beliefs, food, occupations, etc.) 
Stretch and challenge: children to begin to categorise these as themes, for example religious, economic, cultural, etc. 

Use the Mayan people today resource images that depict life in the region today. In groups, children can focus on 
one image placed in the centre of a large sheet of blank paper. They should then make notes around the image about 
what it tells them about life today. They can classify these responses by writing around them in different coloured 
pens, under the following headers: What I definitely know/What I probably know/What I still need to know (teaching 
slides 13–16). Ask them to share all the information recorded. This activity could also be carried out using the 
Inference grid resource (teaching slide 17) or something similar.  

6 Display teaching slide 18. Ask: Do you think Maya life today is the same or different to Maya life 1000 years ago? 
Children should begin to understand that some aspects will have changed greatly, but the geography of the area has 
changed very little.  

Display teaching slide 19 and 20. Opportunity for further discussion and writing: In what ways was life similar 
between the Maya today and the Maya of the ‘lost city’? Children could compile a table of similarities/differences, 
recording brief descriptions in each column before writing a short conclusion that answers the question. 
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Subject knowledge The first image shows the pyramid known as Pyramid I at Tikal. These remains are found in the rainforest of Guatemala. 
The temple is over 47 metres high, with other temples in the complex as tall as 70 metres.  

The city of Tikal was founded between 2000 BC and 250 BC in the Pre-classic period. It became very powerful in the 8th 
century AD when the population may have reached 90,000, with a further half a million people living in the surrounding 
area. It was ruled during this period by a powerful king but was conquered by a neighbouring state at the end of the 10th 
century AD.  

Although the local population knew about the site it was not until the early 19th century that the story of the ‘lost city’ 
spread. Expeditions visited the site in the mid-19th century, and it began to be excavated shortly after. 

Resources needed ● Teaching slides 

● Pupil resource – Newspaper report 

● Pupil resource – Mayan timeline 

● Pupil resource – Mayan people today 

● Pupil resource – Inference grid 

● Sticky notes and working wall/display area in the classroom 
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Year 6 Unit 1: The Mayan Civilisation 
Week 1 

 
 

Date Event

c. 1800 BC  Pre‐classic period – first Mayan settlements 

700 BC  The Maya begin to develop their writing 

600 BC  The Maya begin to farm 

400 BC  The first Mayan calendars carved in stone 

100 BC  First Mayan pyramids built 

250–900 AD  Classic period – the Maya at their most powerful 

900 AD  Mayan settlements in the south abandoned 

Mayan Timeline 

c. 1800 BC 
First Mayan 
settlements 




