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A unit covering the ancient Mayan civilization addresses Grade 5 United States
History, Geography, Economics, and Government: Early Exploration to Westward
Movement in the Massachusetts History and Social Science Curriculum Frameworks.
Each lesson plan in this curriculum unit has been based on the learning standards and
concepts and skills for grade 5. The topic of ancient Mayan civilization has been chosen
because it is a staple part of the curriculum for the elementary school level. The subject
of ancient Mayan civilization is also one of personal interest.

The Primary Skills that are included throughout the five lesson plans in this unit
are 1. Identify different ways of dating historical narratives (17" century, seventeenth
century, 1600s, colonial period). (H) and 2. Interpret timelines of events studied. (H) The
Learning Standard that is being addressed is 5.2 Identify the three major pre-Columbian
civilizations that existed in Central and South America (Maya, Aztec, and Inca) and their
locations. Describe their political structures, religious practices, and use of slaves. (H, G,
E). As previously stated above this unit is specifically focused on the Mayan civilization.

Although this curriculum unit has only five lesson plans, it is believed that when
the unit is physically being taught, much more information would be covered over the
course of the unit. In order for the students to complete a well-rounded unit on the ancient
Mayan civilization, additional resources would be made available to the students along

with a few more long-term projects to be completed.
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What Caused the Fall of the Mayan Civilization?

After researching some of the possible causes for the fall of the Mayan
civilization, it was evident that most recent research is pointing towards a drought. There
is supporting research on other theories such as warfare, overpopulation and resource
depletion. However, more often than not, it seems that scientists are leaning towards

believing that a long draught ultimately cost the Mayan civilization their lives.

According to Discover, archeologists have long argued over causes such as

overpopulation, disease, insect plagues, peasant revolts against the ruling classes, civil
wars, and climate change (Discover, 1995). The climate theory is now beginning to hold
more weight than ever before. Research shows that beginning around 800 A.D., the
Yucatan suffered a 200-year drought that left the region drier than it had ever been in the
past 7,000 years. This drought left the Mayans unable to sustain life.

This research was conducted by examining sediments laid down over many
millennia that were found at the bottom of Lake Chichancanab located in central
Yucatan. The two pieces of evidence that were found were gypsum in the sediments
found in the lake and extremely high amounts of oxygen 18 in crustacean and snail shells
in the Lake Chichancanab sediments (Discover, 1995). Gypsum, or calcium sulfate, is
usually precipitated out of water as a solid. It only settles to the bottom of water when
there is not enough water to entirely dissolved it. This usually occurs during a draught.

As for the high levels of oxygen 18, a heavy oxygen isotope compared to oxygen

16, scientists have concluded that the high levels indicate that climate was driest between



800 A.D. and 1000 A.D. which also points toward a drought. According to Discover,
because oxygen 16 is lighter, water molecules that contain it evaporate more readily. As
the climate becomes drier and evaporation increases, a proportionately greater amount of
oxygen 18 remains behind in the lake (Discover 1995). A draught would have resulted in
crop failure, which would yield starvation, which in turn would have meant that people
would be more susceptible to disease, which ultimately would mean death.

The New Scientist, published a report with a similar theory. Their research was
conducted in the Cariaco Basin off the coast of Venezuela. Although it is not in the same
exact location of the Mayan ruins, the area has the same climate as the site of the ancient
civilization.

Their research was done by measuring titanium levels at different depths in
sediment cores drilled from the Cariaco Basin (New Scientist, 2003). The sediment
shows alternate light and dark bands marking wet and dry seasons of preceding years.
Rain washes titanium from the land into the ocean floor sediment, making the metal a
useful indicator of the amount of rainfall in each year (New Scientist, 2003).

Upon completion of their research, scientists found three periods with extremely
low levels of titanium that indicated droughts in 810 AD, 860 AD, and 910 AD. All of
the dates correspond with the time period of the Mayan collapse (New Scientist, 2003).

Research shows that a drought did in fact take place at the same time as the end of
the Mayan civilization. While research is leaning towards the drought as the specific
reason for the end of the civilization, it is not yet definite. As of now, the theory appears

to be a factor in the death of the ancient Mayan people.



As in all of areas of history, the Mayan civilization is a part of the United States
curriculum for a reason. Ancient history is taught to our young students so that they will
be informed of the cultures of the past and why they thrived or failed. Students should
learn about ancient civilizations so that their mistakes are not recreated during the
lifetime of our students. It is important to learn about failure and collapse so that we can

try to avoid it and make our lives as successful as possible.
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Lesson Plan: Mayan Civilization KWL Chart

Student will be able to:

1.

2.

3.

Organize their thoughts and knowledge on Mayan Civilization while constructing
a KWL Chart as an introduction to their unit.

As studies progress and become more in depth, students can revisit their charts
and add information to the appropriate sections.

Use this as a reference tool upon completion of the unit.

MA State Social Studies Framework Strands:

Pre-Columbian Civilizations of the New World and European Exploration,

Colonization, and Settlement to 1700

5.2 Identify the three major pre-Columbian civilizations that existed in Central and South
America (Maya, Aztec, and Inca) and their locations. Describe their political structures,
religious practices, and use of slaves.

Materials:

Pens, pencils, and markers

Scissors

Paper

Paints, glue, and tape

Books and magazine articles about the Maya classical period
Atlas

Encyclopedias

Computer with Internet access

All information used while doing this unit

Class Configuration:

Fifth grade classroom

20 students

Including 1 aide

Whole group instruction

Activity completed independently by each student

Procedure:

1.

Explain to students that a KWL chart is what you Know about a subject, Want to
learn about a subject and ultimately what you have Learned about a subject.

2. Teacher will create a large KWL chart on poster board that will be used as a

bulletin board in the classroom. KWL chart should be placed in an accessible
place so that students can add information to it at any time.



3. As the unit progresses, students should be instructed to add new information to
the chart.

4. Along with creating a class visual, students should also copy the chart into their
notebook for personal reference.

Student Assessment:
1. Students will be graded on the completion of the KWL chart. Students should also
be assessed on meeting their goals, as in learning all of the items in the W
column.
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Lesson Plan: Mayan Calendar Count

Students will be able to:
1. Understand and apply the Mayan Long Count calendar system.
2. Recognize the Mayan Stone Calendar.
3. Calculate their birth date.

Primary Source: Mayan Stone Calendar

MA State Social Studies Framework Strands:

History and Geography

1. Identify different ways of dating historical narratives (17" century, seventeenth
century, 1600s, colonial period). (H)

2. Interpret timelines of events studied. (H)

Pre-Columbian Civilizations of the New World and European Exploration,
Colonization, and Settlement to 1700

5.2 Identify the three major pre-Columbian civilizations that existed in Central and South
America (Maya, Aztec, and Inca) and their locations. Describe their political structures, religious
practices, and use of slaves. (H, G, E)

Materials:
* Copy of "Calendar Count" student handout
* (alculator
* Mayan Stone Calendar image

Class Configuration:
* Fifth grade classroom

* 20 students

* Including 1 aide

*  Whole group instruction

* Activity completed in small groups

Procedure:

1. Read the student handout to familiarize yourself with the calculations that
students will make.

2. Organize students in groups. Distribute copies of the "Calendar Count" student
handout.

3. Tell students they will be calculating the date of their birth in the Mayan Long
Count calendar system. The Mayan Long Count system uses a base 20 number
system. Review the difference between the base 10 system, which students are
familiar with, and a base 20 system.

4. Assist students in calculating their birth date according to Mayan Long Count.



5. As an extension, have student calculate how many days until the Fourth Creation
ends (December 21, 2012) and how many total days are in the Fourth Creation.

Student Assessment:
Students will be assessed based on completion of worksheet and by informal observation.

Activity Answer:

The Maya used three different calendar systems. One of them, called the Calendar
Round, combined the tzolkin calendar—a sacred count of 260 days—and the haab
calendar, a solar count of 365 days, which when used together could track unique days up
to 52 years. In order to track time over a longer period, the Maya coordinated the
Calendar Round with the Long Count, which is based on the number of days from a set
point: the beginning date of the Fourth Creation (0.0.0.0.0), equivalent to August 13,
3114 B.C.E. in the modern calendar system. (Each zero date is considered the most recent
of an infinite series of zero dates, which repeat every five thousand years or so.)

The Long Count works on a base 20 system. The following are the equivalencies for the
units necessary to calculate time in a 5,000+-year Creation. However, the Long Count has
additional representations for larger units; the largest, an analtun, is equivalent to
approximately 64 million years.

Days from the beginning of the Maya Fourth Creation to December 31, 1979:
12.18.6.9.14 =

1,728,0

12 baktuns x 144,000 days= 00 129
_ 18 katuns x 7,200 days ,600 2,

= 6 tuns x 360 days = 9 uinal 160 18
x 20 days = 14 kin x 1 day 014 1
= Total = ,859,95
5

The number of days to each student's birth date will vary. Check to make sure students
include the extra day for each leap year, and the day of their birth. Students will add the
number of days from 1980 to their birth date to the number of days they converted in the
first part of the activity. Students will then use the conversion chart to convert the number
of total days back into Maya Long Count, dividing first by the largest equivalent (baktun
at 144,000 days) successively down to the smallest equivalent (kin at 1 day).

The Fourth Creation will be completed on December 22, 2012 C.E., the Maya date of
12.19.19.17.19. Scholars disagree on the precise correlation of the Gregorian and Maya
calendars. Their disagreements turn on differences of days, not decades. A correlation is
necessary to equate a Gregorian date with a Maya date; this means finding a particular
date that is identified by both systems. For this activity, the correlation for the most
recent day of Maya Long Count 0.0.0.0.0 is 584,283 days on the Gregorian calendar, thus



the first day of the Maya Long Count would be the 584,284th day on the Gregorian
calendar. This correlation is incorporated into all Long Count calculation in this activity.

Resources:

(April 2004). Lost King of the Maya. Retrieved July 16, 2007, from
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/teachers/activities/2804 maya.html#procedure



