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As learners at Alston Primary, we have the wonderful opportunity to ignite curiosity and cultivate a deep understanding of ancient 

civilisations. This term, our focus will be on the Ancient Maya Civilisation, a topic that intertwines history, geography, art, and even 

mathematics, providing a rich tapestry of learning experiences that are both engaging and educational for our Year 5 and Year 6 

pupils. The overarching aim of this unit is to encourage students to explore the complexities of the Ancient Maya, examining its 

societal structures, innovations, and lasting impact on modern culture. Through a cross-curricular approach, students will not only 

delve into the historical, geographical, and cultural aspects of the civilisation but will also develop critical thinking skills and personal 

attributes such as resilience and empathy. 

 

History 

In history lessons, pupils will focus on key aspects of the Ancient Maya, including social hierarchy, religious practices, and the significance 

of their inventions. By analysing primary and secondary sources, they will learn to distinguish between fact and interpretation. Students 

will explore significant figures of Maya society, such as rulers, artisans, and the roles of priests, learning about the elaborate rituals 

conducted by these individuals and their influence over daily life. 

Students will engage in discussions surrounding the impact of the Maya on contemporary society, exploring elements such as their 

mathematical advancements, calendar system, and writing methods. The use of timelines, maps, and digital resources will enhance their 

understanding. Pupils will undertake short research projects that will culminate in presentations, whereby they share their findings with 

classmates. 

Key learning objectives will include: 

• Understanding the timeline of the Ancient Maya and identifying key events. 

• Exploring the daily life of the Maya and how it compared to their present day lives. 

• Developing an appreciation of the achievements of the Ancient Maya in mathematics, astronomy, and architecture. 
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Geography 

The geographical component of our learning will include studying the geographic location of the Ancient Maya, situated in present-day 

Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras. Pupils will enhance their map-reading skills by locating major cities such as Tikal and Chichen 

Itza and discussing the significance of agriculture in their settlements. They will also study the influence of geographical features on 

settlement patterns and the development of trade routes. 

Through hands-on activities, including mark-making on maps, pupils will investigate how the landscape influenced the development of 

the Maya, including the rainforests and mountains. They will explore the climate of the region and its effects on the agriculture and 

sustenance of the Maya people and study how the Maya adapted their living conditions to suit their environment over time. 

Learning objectives will include: 

• Identifying the geographic features of the Maya civilisations. 

• Understanding the relationship between the environment and agricultural practices. 

• Exploring the concept of sustainability and how the Maya adapted to their surroundings. 

Art and Design 

Art will play a significant role in this topic, enabling students to explore the intricate designs and artistry of the Ancient Maya. Pupils will 

study traditional Maya art forms, including pottery, sculpture, and mural painting. They will have the opportunity to create their own 

artwork inspired by Maya aesthetics, using clay to sculpt figures reminiscent of Maya gods and leaders. 

Students will also delve into the technique of mural painting, creating collaborative pieces that reflect the significance of art in Maya 

culture. They will be encouraged to reflect on the stories and meanings behind the artwork they study, linking their creations to the 

context of Maya beliefs and mythology. 

Projects will involve: 

• Creating a replica of a Maya temple or a piece of pottery adorned with intricate traditional patterns. 
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• Exploring textile designs and their significance in Maya culture. 

• Learning about the symbolism behind colours, shapes, and designs used in Maya art. 

English 

As part of our cross-curricular exploration, English lessons will incorporate research, reading comprehension, and creative writing tasks 

centred on the Ancient Maya. This term, we will also introduce the class novel, "The Curse of the Maya" by Johnny Pearce. As learners 

read through the captivating narrative, they will engage with themes that reflect the historical and cultural intricacies of the Maya 

Civilisation. 

Pupils will examine the text's narrative structure, character development, and how the setting of the ancient world enriches the story. 

They will connect the events in "The Curse of the Maya" to their history lessons, identifying how Pearce weaves historical elements into 

the fictional plot, fostering a deeper understanding of the Maya’s practices and beliefs. 

Students will participate in discussions regarding the ethical dilemmas faced by characters in the story, allowing them to develop 

empathy and engage in reflective writing based on their own views. Additionally, they will undertake creative tasks, such as writing 

journal entries from the perspective of a character, fostering a rich understanding of historical context and personal reflection. 

Key objectives will include: 

• Developing research skills by gathering information from various sources. 

• Practising persuasive writing by presenting arguments for or against the actions of the Maya as portrayed in the novel. 

• Enhancing vocabulary and storytelling techniques through creative writing tasks. 

Mathematics 

Mathematics will be interwoven throughout our study of the Ancient Maya, focusing on their numeral system and mathematical 

advancements. Students will learn about the significance of the number zero in Maya mathematics, comparing it to contemporary 

systems and enabling them to appreciate the complexity of ancient mathematical concepts. 
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Activities will involve exploring Maya calendar systems and how they calculated time, leading to a deeper understanding of basic 

arithmetic operations through practical exercises involving the number system. Pupils will create patterns inspired by Maya art, allowing 

them to apply geometry creatively, which will further reinforce their understanding of shapes and measurement. 

Additionally, students will engage in realistic problems based on ancient trade practices, calculating and converting values of goods, 

thereby enhancing their problem-solving skills and applying mathematical reasoning in historical contexts. 

Learning objectives will include: 

• Understanding the Maya counting system and applying it to solve mathematical problems. 

• Creating patterns inspired by Maya art, exploring geometric concepts. 

• Engaging in projects that require measurement when constructing their artwork, enhancing their understanding of volume and 

area. 

Science 

Our exploration of the Ancient Maya will include a scientific understanding of their agricultural techniques, such as slash-and-burn 

farming and terrace farming. Pupils will investigate how these methods contributed to the sustainability of the agricultural practices of 

the Maya, encouraging discussions on modern agricultural methods and their environmental implications. 

Learning objectives will include studying the biodiversity of the Maya regions, including both flora and fauna, and its significant impact on 

the agricultural practices. Students will engage in practical experiments based on ancient farming methods and understand soil health 

and ecosystems, contributing to critical thinking regarding environmental stewardship. They may also explore the role of ancient herbal 

medicine and its relevance in both historical and contemporary contexts. 

Learning objectives will include: 

• Studying the biodiversity of the Maya regions and its impact on agriculture. 

• Conducting experiments based on ancient farming methods and understanding soil health. 
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• Exploring the relationship between ecology and the resilience of the Maya society. 

Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education (PSHE) 

In PSHE lessons, students will reflect on the teachings of the Maya concerning community, social structures, and spirituality. Discussions 

around the values of respect, responsibility, and cooperation found in Maya culture will allow students to develop personal values that 

are crucial in today's society. 

Activities may include group discussions around the roles of individuals within a community and the importance of each member, 

offering opportunities for pupils to identify their strengths as collaborators. Furthermore, students will reflect on how ancient values can 

be applied to modern life and create a class 'Maya Code of Conduct' that embodies their learnings, fostering a respectful environment 

within their classroom. 

Activities will involve: 

• Group discussions around the roles of individuals within a community and the importance of each member. 

• Reflective exercises on how ancient values can be applied to modern life. 

• Creating a class 'Maya Code of Conduct' that embodies their learnings and encourages a sense of belonging. 

Conclusion 

This term’s exploration of the Ancient Maya Civilisation promises to be an enlightening journey for our Year 5 and Year 6 pupils. By 

employing a cross-curricular approach, we ensure a holistic learning experience that not only adheres to the National Curriculum aims 

but also nurtures a sense of wonder and appreciation for our shared human heritage.  

Throughout the autumn term, students will be encouraged to ask questions, think critically, and embrace their creativity, setting the 

foundation for lifelong learning. We are excited to guide them through this exploration and witness their discoveries in the unfolding 

story of the Ancient Maya, through both historical inquiry and literary engagement with "The Curse of the Maya." Let's embark on this 

remarkable adventure together! 


