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Learning objectives 

During the enquiry pupils 
will have opportunities 
through the application 
and analysis of a wide 
range of historical skills 
and resources to: 

 Identify, locate and 
describe the region of 
the world in which Maya 
people live and explain 
using a range of 
sources of evidence 
what the landscape, 
climate and natural 
vegetation of this area 
is like; 

 Identify, describe and 
provide reasons to 
explain the occupations 
of modern Maya people; 

 Refer to primary 
evidence to identify 
and describe the lost 
jungle cities of the Maya 
and reach a judgment 
as to their purpose, 
justifying their 
reasoning; 

 Understand through 
explanation the 
purpose of the ancient 
Maya city of Chichen 
Itza;  

 Describe the system of 
terraced farming used 
by the Maya in 
mountainous areas and 
explain why this 
method helped to stop 
the precious soil being 
eroded or washed 
away; 

 Infer using reasoning 
and informed 
judgment the purpose 
of a range of ancient 
Maya artefacts – 
including stone 
carvings, hieroglyphs, 
clay and stone pottery 
and figurines and 
ornaments – justifying 

Purpose and context 
An investigation into different aspects of the Maya civilisation of Central America, which 
reached its zenith around AD 900, allows pupils an opportunity to appreciate the achievements 
of a society that existed contemporaneously with the late Anglo-Saxon period and the impact 
of the Vikings in Britain. In particular, Maya society established magnificent ceremonial cities in 
the jungles of Central America – places where ordinary people who were (as now) mostly 
farmers, visited for special religious or seasonal ceremonies and rituals. The Maya civilisation 
was made of city-states that traded and sometimes fought each other. During the investigation 
pupils are able to identify, describe and explain the purpose of the different religious and 
ceremonial buildings that existed in Maya cities through a detailed case study of one Maya city 
– Chichen Itza. Pupils are also introduced to the great achievements of Maya society, including 
how they used hieroglyphs to communicate in ‘picture writing’, developed a sophisticated 
numerical system to calculate and solve complex problems and how they developed an expert 
awareness and understanding of the make-up and movement of the constellations of the night 
sky. Throughout the enquiry, the emphasis is on pupils understanding not just what historians 
know about the ancient Maya, but, equally important, how they have come to know it. 
Consequently, pupils are challenged to analyse a range of primary and secondary sources of 
information about the ancient Maya and to reach their own conclusions and judgments 
regarding their relative significance. For example, pupils examine the written and pictorial 
evidence recorded by John Stephens and Frederick Catherwood as they rediscovered the lost 
jungle cities of the ancient Maya in the 19th century. The cause of the abandonment of the 
great jungle cities of the Maya over a period of perhaps 200 years remains one of the greatest 
archaeological mysteries of the world. During the investigation, pupils are invited to identify the 
possible reasons for the movement of people away from the cities and to evaluate the relative 
significance of each factor. In the process, pupils become aware of the interconnectedness of 
many factors in causing historical events and understand that the probable cause of the 
abandonment lies in a synthesis of many interrelated things rather than with just one single 
factor. 

The investigation opens (rightly) with two lines of enquiry that focus on the present-day Maya. 
It is very important for pupils to recognise that, while the ancient city-based societies of the 
Maya disappeared between AD 900 and 1100, the Maya culture did not. Today there are eight 
million Maya people living in five countries of Central America. Maya society did not collapse 
and disappear – it merely changed due to a combination of different circumstances. Many 
modern Maya live by farming the land, as they always did, and although today they are mostly 
Roman Catholic Christians they nevertheless still practise and celebrate Maya culture, festivals 
and rituals. Their cultural links to life in the ancient jungle cities over 1,000 years ago are still 
very strong. Although their cities collapsed, Maya culture did not disappear – people just 
changed their way of life to accommodate change. 

National Curriculum coverage History 
Pupils should be taught about: 

 a non-European society that provides contrasts with British history – one study chosen 
from early Islamic civilisation, including a study of Baghdad around AD 900; Mayan 
civilisation around AD 900; or Benin (West Africa) around AD 900–1300.  

Connections to the subject content of other curriculum areas 
Language and literacy 

Teachers should develop pupils’ spoken language, reading, writing and vocabulary as integral 
aspects of the teaching of every subject. English is both a subject in its own right and the 
medium for teaching; for pupils, understanding the language provides access to the whole 
curriculum. Fluency in the English language is an essential foundation for success in all 
subjects.  

Spoken language  

Pupils should be taught to speak clearly and convey ideas confidently using Standard English. 
They should learn to justify ideas with reasons; ask questions to check understanding; develop 
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their conclusions; 

 Explain the social and 
religious importance of 
the Maya ball game 
pok-a-tok; 

 Evaluate and 
synthesise a range of 
ideas to reach a 
judgment as to the 
likely cause of the 
gradual abandonment 
of the Maya jungle cities 
and justify their 
conclusions. 

Key Subject 
Vocabulary 

Maya; Mexico; country; 
Central America; region; 
Colombia; Panama; 
Panama City; Costa Rica; 
San José; Nicaragua; 
Managua; Honduras; 
Tegucigalpa; El Salvador; 
Guatemala; Guatemala 
City; landscape; climate; 
natural vegetation; 
tropical; temperate; 
weather; mountain; 
volcano; Pacific Ocean; 
Gulf of Mexico; Caribbean 
Sea; farming; maize; 
kernel; seed; market; 
staple diet; corn; tortilla; 
day labourer; plantation; 
company; traditionally; 
woollen; cotton; furnishing; 
profession; medicine; food 
processing; software; 
design; tourist; handmade; 
symbol; map key; column; 
sculptured; bold; relief; 
curiously; richly; portrait; 
solemn; stern; excite; 
terror; hieroglyphics; 
cultivated; polished; 
peculiar; nations; golden 
age; perished; unknown; 
links; connected; human; 
family; severed; memorial; 
footstep; romance; 
impressed; forcibly; 
spectacle; overturned; 
desolate; accident; 

vocabulary and build knowledge; negotiate; evaluate and build on the ideas of others; and 
select the appropriate register for effective communication. They should be taught to give well-
structured descriptions and explanations and develop their understanding through speculating, 
hypothesising and exploring ideas. This will enable them to clarify their thinking as well as 
organise their ideas for writing.  

Reading and writing  

Teachers should develop pupils’ reading and writing in all subjects to support their acquisition 
of knowledge. Pupils should be taught to read fluently, understand extended prose (both fiction 
and non-fiction) and be encouraged to read for pleasure. Schools should do everything to 
promote wider reading. They should provide library facilities and set ambitious expectations for 
reading at home. 

Pupils should develop the stamina and skills to write at length, with accurate spelling and 
punctuation. They should be taught the correct use of grammar. They should build on what 
they have been taught to expand the range of their writing and the variety of the grammar they 
use. The writing they do should include narratives, explanations, descriptions, comparisons, 
summaries and evaluations – such writing supports them in rehearsing, understanding and 
consolidating what they have heard or read.  

Vocabulary development  

Pupils’ acquisition and command of vocabulary are key to their learning and progress across 
the whole curriculum. Teachers should therefore develop vocabulary actively, building 
systematically on pupils’ current knowledge. They should increase pupils’ store of words in 
general; simultaneously, they should also make links between known and new vocabulary and 
discuss the shades of meaning in similar words. In this way, pupils expand the vocabulary 
choices that are available to them when they write. 

In addition, it is vital for pupils’ comprehension that they understand the meanings of words 
they meet in their reading across all subjects, and older pupils should be taught the meaning of 
instruction verbs that they may meet in examination questions. It is particularly important to 
induct pupils into the language which defines each subject in its own right, such as accurate 
mathematical and scientific language.  

Numeracy and mathematics 

Teachers should use every relevant subject to develop pupils’ mathematical fluency. 
Confidence in numeracy and other mathematical skills is a precondition of success across the 
National Curriculum.  

Teachers should develop pupils’ numeracy and mathematical reasoning in all subjects so that 
they understand and appreciate the importance of mathematics. Pupils should be taught to 
apply arithmetic fluently to problems, understand and use measures, make estimates and 
sense check their work. Pupils should apply their geometric and algebraic understanding, and 
relate their understanding of probability to the notions of risk and uncertainty. They should also 
understand the cycle of collecting, presenting and analysing data. They should be taught to 
apply their mathematics to both routine and non-routine problems, including breaking down 
more complex problems into a series of simpler steps.  

Computing 

Pupils should be taught to:  

 use technology purposefully to create, organise, store, manipulate and retrieve digital 
content  

 recognise common uses of information technology beyond school  
 use technology safely and respectfully, keeping personal information private; identify where 

to go for help and support when they have concerns about content or contact on the internet 
or other online technologies.  
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discover; rediscover; 
overgrown; distinguish; 
Chichen Itza; restored; 
tourists; celebrations; 
construction; temple; 
pyramid; religious; rituals; 
festivals; constellation; 
summer solstice; sink 
hole; collapse; dredged; 
sacrifice; observatory; 
calendar; Venus; Moon; 
seasons; Earth; immense; 
abilities; thatched; 
dousing; priest; nobility; 
purify; government; 
council; occasion; 
courtyard; generation; 
compound; civilisation; 
artefacts; costume; dyed; 
cloth; jaguar; predator; 
headdress; quetzal; 
reserved; executed; 
column; alphabet; 
correspond; codices; 
humid; environment; 
symbols; zero; pottery; 
ornaments; rattle; vase; 
figurine; depiction; harvest; 
plentiful; Great Ball Court; 
representation; pok-a-tok; 
queen; leisure; sinister; 
disputes; neighbouring; 
captain; beheaded; 
devotion; victorious; 
vanquished; defeated; 
incentive; poster; 
advertisement; design; 
overpopulation; estimated; 
population; necessary; 
malnourished; starvation; 
ownership; war; capture; 
Toltec; slaves; resources; 
warriors; drought; famine; 
deforestation; medicines; 
susceptible; diseases; 
parasites; infectious; 
erosion; exposed; fertile; 
cycle; evaporation; 
transpiration; water 
vapour; torrential; flood; 
condensation; unreliable.  

 

 

Geography 

Pupils should be taught to:  

Location knowledge 
 name, locate and identify characteristics of the four countries and capital cities of the United 

Kingdom and its surrounding seas. 

Geographical skills and fieldwork  
 use world maps, atlases and globes to identify the United Kingdom and its countries, as well 

as the countries, continents and oceans studied at this key stage. 
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NOTES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ancillary Question 3: What did John and Frederick rediscover in 1839? 
Tell the pupils that you are now going to tell them an amazing true story of what two 
traveller-explorers rediscovered in the jungles of Central America in 1839. Before doing so, 
ask the pupils what they think the difference is between the words discover and 
rediscover? Discover means ‘find out about or realise something for the first time that was 
never known before’, such as the discovery that fingerprints are unique to each individual 
person. Rediscover, on the other hand, means ‘find or realise something that has been 
forgotten, hidden or ignored for a long time’. 

In 1839, John Stephens and Frederick Catherwood – two American traveller-explorers – 
were trekking through the jungles of Central America when they made an amazing 
rediscovery: they found things that had long been forgotten about. Now distribute copies of 
Resource 6, a passage written by John Stephens in his diary at the time, and read it 
through with the pupils, ensuring understanding of key vocabulary. Tell the pupils that 
Frederick Calderwood was an accomplished artist and drew the front of the column that 
John Stephens described. Explain that they will see Frederick’s sketch a little later, but not 
before they have drawn their own sketch based only on the description by John Stephens. 
Allow plenty of time for this exercise, and for discussion afterwards. How have the pupils 
interpreted the description? What existing knowledge and experiences of similar things 
have they perhaps drawn upon that have influenced what they have produced? Now 
distribute copies of Frederick’s drawing in Resource 7. How do the pupils’ sketches 
compare with it? What things were they expecting and assumed correctly, and what things 
surprised (maybe shocked) them? At the time, neither John nor Frederick had any idea of 
what the statue symbolised. Today we know from the work of archaeologists that it is the 
image of the Maya maize god.  

Next give pupils another short extract from the journal of John Stephens (Resource 8), 
written several weeks after they had found the stone statue. Read it through several times, 
again ensuring understanding of key vocabulary. By now, what had they found (a city)? 
Most importantly, what did they assume had happened to the people who had built this city 
(‘perished entirely unknown’). In a two-year expedition through the jungle, Stephens and 
Catherwood rediscovered the ruins of four cities and 40 other sites. Today we know these 
‘lost cities of the jungle’ as Copan, Palenque, Uxmal and Chichen Itza. Resource 9 
includes a number of Frederick Catherwood’s sketches of the cities they rediscovered. 
Working in pairs, support the pupils to analyse these drawings carefully and discuss what 
the ruins shown might have been. What sort of places were these cities? What clues can 
they see to suggest what the structures might have been used for? Encourage 
speculation, reasoning and justification – Why do you think that? What can you see to 
suggest that idea? 

As a final exercise for this Ancillary Question, the pupils can imagine what John Stephens 
might have written in his journal after two years studying the ruins. What did he imagine 
the ruins were for? He had found many massive buildings made of stone covering huge 
areas in different parts of the jungle of Central America. What could these cities have been 
for? Did people live in them? If not, why go to all the trouble of constructing them? The 
pupils can complete the writing frame in Resource 10.  
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“Working our way through the thick woods, we 

came upon a square stone column, about 14 feet 

high and three feet on each side, sculptured in 

very bold relief on all four sides, from the base to 

the top. The front was the figure of a man curiously 

and richly dressed, and the face, evidently a 

portrait, solemn, stern, and well fitted to excite 

terror. The back was of a different design, unlike 

anything we had ever seen before, and the sides 

were covered with hieroglyphics.”

Quote from the memoires of John Stephens and Frederick Catherwood: Stephens, John 

Lloyd, and Frederick Catherwood, 1854, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas 

and Yucatan, Arthur Hall, Virtue and Co., London. OOC.



Resource 7 
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Frederick Catherwood/Wikimedia



Resource 8
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“Here were the remains of a cultivated, polished, and 

peculiar people, who had passed through all the stages of 

the rise and fall of nations; reached their golden age, and 

perished entirely unknown. The links which connected them 

with the human family were severed and lost, and these 

were the only memorials of their footsteps upon earth. In the 

romance of the world’s history, nothing ever impressed me 

more forcibly than the spectacle of this once great and 

lovely city, overturned, desolate, and lost; discovered by 

accident, overgrown with trees for miles around, and without 

even a name to distinguish it. When we asked people if they 

knew who made them, their answer was ‘Quién sabe?’ –

Who knows?”

Quote from the memoires of John Stephens and Frederick Catherwood: Stephens, John 

Lloyd, and Frederick Catherwood, 1854, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas 

and Yucatan, Arthur Hall, Virtue and Co., London. OOC.



Resource 9: A
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Resource 9: B 
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Frederick Catherwood/Wikimedia



Resource 9: C 
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Frederick Catherwood/Wikimedia



Resource 9: D 
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Frederick Catherwood/Wikimedia



Resource 10 
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As each day has passed we have found treasure after treasure in our lost jungle 

cities.   Even though we have had to wear gloves and a net over our heads to keep 

away the stinging insects and mosquitoes it has been worth the pain and effort.  

No one can be sure what these abandoned places were for.  However my feeling 

is that 

………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………..……………………………………………………………………………………

……………………..…………………………………………………………………………

………………………………..………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………..……………………………………………………

……………………………………………………..…………………………………………

………………………………………………………………..………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………..……………………

……………………………………………………………………………………..…………

………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………..……………………………………………………………………………………

……………………..

© HarperCollinsPublishers 2018




