
Year 3 – Summer 1 - History – Maya Civilisation 

Composite Knowledge To secure my knowledge, I will… Knowledge I need to know and remember 

Pupils should be taught 

about:  

the achievements of the 

earliest civilisations – 

an overview of where 

and when the first 

civilisations appeared 

and a depth study of 

Maya civilisation  
 

Final Assessment     

Judgement: 

 
 

 Identify and locate Mesoamerica on a 

map and understand how the Mayans 

moved around before settling in one 

place. 

 Locate the regions that the Mayan’s built 

their cities in and explore why they were 

useful locations 

 Identify where the Mayan civilisation 

started and what they believed the gods 

and goddesses represented   

 Research what made the Mayan 

Civilisation advanced. 

 Discuss key findings found in 

archaeological digs.  

 Evaluate which items were the most 

sought after when trading.  

 Identify how trade brought wealth to the 

civilisation and why it was necessary  

 Explore early Mayan writing and the 

number system 

 Explore a variety of monuments and 

pyramids built by the Maya people. 

 

 

 

 

Examples of sources  

 Story of the Popol Vuh - 

https://www.historians.org/teaching-

and-learning/teaching-resources-

for-historians/teaching-and-

learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-

stories-and-epics/popol-vuh 

(Secondary source) 

 Archaeological dig linked to the 

Mayans - 

https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/ 

resource/2bedcdd4-9465-4065-afe6-

26f8530cf3cc/the-mayan-empire/ 

(Primary source)  

 

 To know that the Mayans were a group of people who arrived in the Central American jungle around 12,000 years ago and were hunter gatherers. 

 To know that the Maya were an advanced group of people. There were experts in architecture and maths. They invented their own calendars by reading the stars, sports, 

writing system, farming methods and religion.  

 To know that the area we now call Central America was previously known as Mesoamerica between approximately  

2000BC and 900AD and during that time, the Mayan’s became an advanced society who developed large cities like El Mirador.  

 To know that the Mayans moved from place to place to find food, but overtime they learnt how to farm and this led to them having permanent settlements 

 To know that the Maya built more than 60 cities, mostly within the areas that are now known as Mexico and Guatemala. 

 To know that the populations increased with approximately 100,000 people living in Caracol by AD900.  

 To know that in around 900AD, Maya cities were abandoned but nobody knows for sure why this happened. Even so, cities continued to grow for hundreds of years. 

 To know that in the early 1500’s, Spanish invaders arrived in Mayan territory and began fighting to take control of their land. In the 1540’s, the Spanish had taken over most of 

their territory. 

 To know that the Spanish made the Maya work as slaves and they had to give up their religion and become Christians.  

Location  

 To know that Mayan territory was spread across Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador where they built important cities such as Copan, lximche and Palengue. 

Their territory covered around 324,000km which is bigger than Great Britain  

 To know that their cities were built in three different regions. Some were by the Pacific coast, some in the highlands and some in the lowlands. 

 To know that coastal cities had a tropical climate as they were hot and humid and had a lot of rainfall. 

 To know that the highlands included snowy mountain ranges, volcanoes and lush forests. 

 To know that the lowlands had a huge range of wildlife and hundreds of species of trees.  

 To know that the Mayan’s were skilled in adapting to their surroundings. They used materials from their local area such as wood from the rainforests and limestone from the 

earth with tools made from stone (flint). 

 To know that some materials were valuable as they were hard to find such as quetzal feathers, cacao beans and precious gems like jade. Wealthy Mayan’s would show off how 

rich and powerful they were by wearing them. 

 To know that archaeologists have discovered ruins of Mayan settlements which have helped them learn more about what life was like in ancient Mayan societies.  

 To know that one of the largest and most impressive sites is the city of Tikal where there are temples, huge palaces. City walls and detailed stone carvings  

 To know that archaeologists have found statues and pottery such as storage jars and cooking pots which help us learn more about how they prepared and ate food. Statues of 

gods help us to learn about religion. 

Mayan Cities  

 To know that each territory was split into city states which were mainly independent from each other. The state was made up of a city and the farmland and villages around it. 

The city was home to the states ruling family, other powerful people and the most important buildings.  

 To know that limestone was mainly used to build their buildings as it is easy to dig up and hardens quickly.  

 To know that the Mayan’s didn’t have vehicles or animals to help them move the stone so they had to load the blocks onto log rollers which they pulled through the jungle.  

 To know that to show their wealth and power, homes were decorated with carvings and pillars. Homes of wealthy people were built on high platforms to make them seem more 

important. 

 To know that poorer Mayan people lived in simple houses outside of the city centre. They used natural materials to build their homes such as wooden frames, palm leaves for 

the roof and vines to tie them together. Most huts had one room.  

 To know that Chichen Itza is an archaeological site built by the Maya people and it is now a famous world tourist destination. 

Beliefs 

 To know that the Maya people were deeply religious and they had over 150 Gods. The main overall God was called Itzamn. 

 To know that the Maya people believed that the gods created humans and that the first gods tried to make people out of mud and then wood. They used maize but thought that 

the humans were too wise so they put mist over their eyes to make them less wise. The Maya believed that humans were not as clever as the gods. 

 To know that they believed the universe was made up of lots of layers and that the earth was flat. They thought the Tree of Life linked all layers together.  

 To know that they believed in life after death and thought people went straight to paradise where they did not work or have pain, but had plenty of food and drink 

 To know that the Popol Vuh is a book of Mayan myths and history but it was written in around 1500AD, so it was written after the Mayan times. 

 To know that priests were highly educated and their main job was to carry out ceremonies to please the gods. 

 To know that temples were the most sacred buildings in a city state. They were mainly step pyramids and used as temples for rituals and sacrifices.  

 To know that human sacrifices were rare, but were held to mark special occasions like a new king coming to the throne. These sacrifices were usually slaves or prisoners 

Trade 

 To know that trade was a key part of Mayan culture. Traders and merchants travelled across Central America selling a variety of goods. 

 To know that each Mayan city was good at producing some items but lacked others. A trade network developed which allowed them to trade goods between different areas. 

 To know that porters had to carry all the goods to trade, often walking for many miles with heavy loads on their backs.  

 To know that all sorts of goods could be traded at a Mayan market including food, salt, tools, textiles, jade, jewellery and even gold. 

Inventions 

 To know that one of the great inventions was the Mayan writing system. The way they recorded numbers and words was so complex, even historians still don’t fully understand.  

 To know that they used symbols called hieroglyphs which represented words or syllables. Historians recognise about 800 hieroglyphs but there are more they don’t understand 

 To know that only scribes were taught to read and write as they believed it was a sacred gift from god to learn these skills  

 To know that a new number system was invented to record numbers. They used three symbols to work out maths – a shell which meant zero, a dot which meant one and a dash 

which meant five.  

 To know that Spanish invaders burnt thousands of books but they didn’t completely wipe out the Mayan writing. Writing was on buildings and monuments so historians can still 

access them today 

 To know that the Mayans were experts at astronomy. They had two separate calendars – the Habb and the Tzolkin- which worked at the same time.  

 To know that priests were skilled astronomers so by studying the sky, they could predict solstices, eclipses and equinoxes. 

 To know that buildings were located in important places so that they lined up with astronomical events. Pakal the Great’s tomb is lined up with the sun  

Examples of 

disciplinary 

questioning:  

Chronology: Explore 

how the Mayan 

Civilisation progressed 

from 2000BC to 900AD 

Change: What changes 

do you think the Maya 

brought in? 

Cause: What do you think 

caused the trade 

networks to be set up 

between the Mayan 

cities? 

Significance: Why was it 

significant that the Maya 

could write? 

Similarities and 

differences: What was 

similar about the life of 

the Maya to our lives? 

What differences were 

there?  

Evidence: Can we trust 

the information in the 

Popol Vuh? Why?  

 

 

 

 

 

‘Key Vocab’ is identified 

in red 

Writing Opportunity 

To create a poster highlighting the wonders of the Mayan ruins. 

 

https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-for-historians/teaching-and-learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-stories-and-epics/popol-vuh
https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-for-historians/teaching-and-learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-stories-and-epics/popol-vuh
https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-for-historians/teaching-and-learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-stories-and-epics/popol-vuh
https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-for-historians/teaching-and-learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-stories-and-epics/popol-vuh
https://www.historians.org/teaching-and-learning/teaching-resources-for-historians/teaching-and-learning-in-the-digital-age/creation-stories-and-epics/popol-vuh
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/

