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Introduction

Mayan, Incan, and Aztec Civilizations provides resources for the study of the major Indian 
civilizations of Central and South America. The mysteries and differences in culture of these civili-
zations can easily catch the imagination and natural curiosity of today’s students.

 Each civilization has a general survey chapter. The lesser-known civilizations such as the 
Olmecs and the Toltecs have only one or two chapters. A series of specialized narrations follow 
the survey chapter for the major civilizations (Maya, Inca, and Aztec). However, each narrative may 
stand independently of the survey chapter.

 This book is specifically designed to facilitate planning for the diverse learning styles and 
skills levels of middle-school students. The special features of the book provide the teacher with 
alternative methods of instruction. Teachers may choose to use the readings as class projects or 
as extra enrichment activities for individual students. The activities are designed for students to
complete individually. Suggestions for group projects have been included. A modified version of the 
text is available for download for struggling readers.

Book Features:
 • Reading Selection introduces facts and information as a reading exercise.
 • Knowledge Check assesses student understanding of the reading exercise using se-

lected response and constructed response questioning strategies.
 • Map Follow-Up provides opportunities for students to report information from a spatial 

perspective.
 • Explore allows students to expand learning by participating in high-interest, hands-on 

and research activities.

Online Resources:
Reluctant Reader Text: A modified version of the reading exercise pages can be down-

loaded from the website at www.carsondellosa.com. In the Search box, enter the product code  
CD-404162. When you reach the Mayan, Incan, and Aztec Civilizations product page, click the icon 
for the Reluctant Reader Text download.

 The readability level of the text has been modified to facilitate struggling readers. The 
Flesch-Kincaid Readability formula, which is built into Microsoft® Word™, was used to determine 
the readability level. The formula calculates the number of words, sylables, and sentences in each 
paragraph, producing a reading level.

Additional Resources:
Classroom decoratives appeal to visual learners. The Mayan, Incan, and Aztec Civiliza-

tions Bulletin Board Set, available from Mark Twain Media, Inc., can be used to visually reinforce 
lessons found in this book in an interesting and attention-grabbing way. The Seven Continents of 
the World Bulletin Board Set and the Continents of the World Mini Bulletin Board Set may also be 
helpful when studying the geography of these civilizations.

Introduction
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Time Line

B.C.

before 8000 Man crosses the Bering Strait into the Americas

8000  Land bridge covered by Bering Sea as ice caps melt

2500  Pre-classical Period of the Mayas

1200  Beginning of the Olmec civilization (Peak of culture 700 to 400)

200  Altiplano Indians begin building city of Teotihuacan

100  Olmec civilization disappears

A.D.

250–900  Mayan Classical Period

600  Olmec and Altiplano city of Teotihuacan reaches its peak

750  Teotihuacan destroyed

900–1200  Toltec civilization

900  Mayas abandon their cities; Post-classical Period

1100  Incan city of Cuzco founded

1150  Toltec city of Tula destroyed

1200  Aztecs begin to settle in the Valley of Mexico

1325  Aztecs found city of Tenochtitlan

1438–1471  Reign of great Incan ruler Pachacutec

1440–1468  Reign of great Aztec ruler Montezuma I

1492   Columbus discovers the Americas

1502  Columbus meets Mayan traders

1519  Montezuma II captured

1521–1525 Cortés defeats Aztecs

1533  Incan ruler Atahualpa is defeated by Spanish under Pizarro and is killed

1697  Tayasal, the last Mayan kingdom, falls to the Spanish

1790  Discovery of the Aztec calendar stone

1911  Incan city of Machu Picchu is rediscovered

Time Line
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The Arrival of Man

Crossing the Bering Strait Land Bridge
 Giant ice caps covered both the Arctic and Antarctic 
regions of the earth over 50,000 years ago. The levels of 
the oceans lowered because much of the earth’s water was 
trapped in the polar ice caps. The lower water level exposed 
a piece of land that connected Siberia to Alaska. Today this 
area is once again under water and is called the Bering 
Strait. Many scientists believe that early humans crossed 
over this land bridge and began to spread out and settle in 
what is now North America. These people then moved into 
Central and South America. The Bering Strait land bridge 
disappeared under the water when the ice caps thawed. This 
happened at the end of the Ice Age around 8,000 B.C. 

Today, we refer to the first people who settled in the 
Western Hemisphere as Paleo-Indians or Paleo-Americans. 
Paleo is a prefix from the Greek language meaning “old.” The 
term Indian comes from the time of Columbus’ voyages when 
he thought he had landed in India. Other names for native 
people include Native Americans and First Nations. Each 
tribe or cultural group has its own name for its people.

Hunting and Gathering
 The Paleo-Indians were hunters and gatherers. All of their food came from plants, animals, 
and fish located near where they lived. When the food supplies ran out, the people moved on to 
another area to find a fresh supply. These people had to move constantly to find enough food.

Discovering Agriculture
 No one knows who made the discovery of agriculture. This was one of the most important 
discoveries ever made by humans. Their way of living changed forever when they learned to plant 
and harvest crops. This allowed them to remain in one area for longer periods of time. Since they 
no longer had to move to find food, they built permanent villages. Huts made of mud and branches 
provided housing for these early tribes.

Making Pottery
 Paleo-Indians also discovered how to form clay and bake it to make pottery, which helped 
them store grain from the harvests. At first, craftsmen made pottery only to store food. They later 
decorated their vessels to look attractive as well as to be useful.

Studying How Ancient People Lived
 Scientists called archeologists must solve many puzzles to find out how the Paleo-Indians 
lived. Ancient garbage dumps can give important information about foods that were eaten. Remains 
of stone spearheads, arrowheads, and tools can also give clues to solving the puzzles. Stones 
used to grind grain and bits of broken pottery tell us about early agriculture. Scientists make new 
discoveries each year. Each new discovery helps us to better understand how the Paleo-Indians 
lived.

The Arrival of Man

As tribes migrated throughout North, 
Central, and South America, they discov-
ered agriculture and learned how to make 
stone tools and clay pottery.

As tribes migrated throughout North, 
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Name:  Date: 

Knowledge Check

Matching

   1. polar ice caps a. an exposed piece of land that once connected 

   2. Bering Strait land bridge  Siberia to Alaska

   3. Paleo-Indians b. water frozen in the Arctic and Antarctic regions

   4. agriculture c. scientists who study the lives of ancient humans

   5. archeologists d. planting and harvesting crops and raising livestock

e. the first people to settle in what is now North,

 Central, and South America

Multiple Choice

6. What two ways did the Paleo-Indians first get their food?

  a. planting b. gathering

  c. hunting d. manufacturing

7. Why was the water level of the oceans lower during the Ice Age?

  a. the ice caps thawed b. there was very little rain

  c. water was frozen in ice caps d. water had shifted to the Southern Hemisphere

8. What did the Paleo-Indians use to make the buildings in the first villages?

  a. mud and branches b. wooden boards

  c. bricks and mortar d. cement

9. Why was pottery first made?

  a. for decoration b. to use as hats

  c. to hold ashes d. to store food

Constructed Response

10. How can archeologists find out about the lives of the Paleo-Indians? Use details from the 
reading selection to help support your answer.

The Arrival of Man
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Name:  Date: 

The Arrival of Man

Map Follow-Up

Using a globe or world map to help, write the names of the following locations on the map below.

 Alaska    
 Arctic Region
 Andes Mountains   
 Antarctic Region
 Atlantic Ocean   
 Bering Strait
 Caribbean
 Central America
 Gulf of Mexico
 Mexico
 North America
 Pacific Ocean
 South America
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The Olmecs

The Olmecs in Mexico
 The first major tribe of Central America 
was the Olmec. The earliest Olmecs lived on 
the Caribbean coast and eventually spread into 
the central region of the Valley of Mexico. Later 
they settled in what is now southern Mexico. 
Their civilization continued from about 1200 
until about 100 B.C. The Olmec society was 
at its peak from 700 to 400 B.C. The Olmecs 
were important because they influenced later 
civilizations. 

 The Aztecs gave the tribe the name 
Olmec. It means “rubber people.” The Aztecs 
called them this because the Olmecs supplied 
them with sap from rubber trees. 

Olmec Cities
 Archaeologists have discovered the ruins of two major Olmec cities. The remains of San 
Lorenzo, the oldest known Olmec city, were found in 1945. The most important discoveries in San 
Lorenzo were giant heads made of carved stone. The heads are nine feet high and weigh about 
40 tons. 

 A larger Olmec city was La Venta. It was located on an island in a hot, swampy area. The 
main structure in La Venta is a volcano-shaped pyramid over 110 feet tall. La Venta also has two 
smaller mounds, a courtyard, and other painted structures. Scientists have not excavated much of 
the site. Modern development has destroyed most of the ancient city of La Venta.

Olmec Art
 Scientists found many works of art in both cities. The artworks include small carved pieces 
of jade as well as the giant stone heads. They also found perfectly ground mirrors of polished he-
matite. Hematite is a glass-like substance created by volcanic eruptions. The jaguar represented 
the rain god and was a favorite subject of Olmec art. Many Olmec carvings show figures that are 
half jaguar and half human.

The End of the Olmecs
 We still do not know much about the Olmecs’ daily lives. They used a form of picture writ-
ing. They also had a number system and a calendar. How the Olmec civilization came to an end 
remains a mystery. The stone carvings were deliberately smashed and then buried. There is no 
evidence of an invasion of enemies. Did the Olmecs destroy their own cities? Why would they do 
this? We hope that future discoveries can help us answer these questions and others about this 
mysterious tribe.

The Olmecs

Giant carved stone heads found in the area of San 
Lorenzo are ruins of the Olmec civilization.
Giant carved stone heads found in the area of San 
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Name:  Date: 

The Olmecs

Knowledge Check

Matching

   1. Olmec a. name that means “rubber people”; they lived in central

   2. ruins  and southern Mexico

   3. San Lorenzo b. Olmec city with a volcano-shaped pyramid

   4. La Venta c. the remains of something that has been destroyed

   5. hematite d. glass-like substance created by volcanic eruptions

e. oldest known Olmec city where giant stone heads

 were found

Multiple Choice

6. What animal represented the rain god for the Olmecs?

  a. elephant b. lizard

  c. jaguar d. python

7. Who gave the Olmecs their name?

  a. the Aztecs b. the Mayas

  c. archeologists d. Mexicans

8. What did the Olmecs make out of hematite?

  a. bowls b. mirrors

  c. combs d. calendars

9. Where did the first Olmecs live?

  a. the central Valley of Mexico b. southern Mexico

  c. the Pacific coast of Mexico d. the Caribbean coast of Mexico

Constructed Response

10. Name at least three things we know about the Olmecs’ daily lives. Use details from the read-
ing selection to help support your answer.
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Teotihuacan

The Altiplano
Teotihuacan is an ancient city 

located near Mexico City. It began about 
200 B.C. and reached its peak around 
A.D. 600. People known as the Altiplano 
built Teotihuacan. The Olmec influenced 
the Altiplano, and many people believe 
the Altiplano tribe descended from the 
Olmec tribe. Teotihuacan became the 
capital of the Altiplano tribe. It once had 
a population of over 100,000 people.

The Altiplano worshipped gods 
similar to those of the Olmecs. Both 
tribes used picture writing called glyphs. They also played similar ritual ball games. Both tribes 
traveled and traded goods over great distances. 

Teotihuacan
 The city of Teotihuacan covered over eight square miles. It had pyramids, temples, palaces, 
markets, and a variety of shops and houses. One unusual thing about the city was its many apart-
ment buildings. Most ancient cities had only single-family houses.

The Altiplano people planned Teotihuacan very carefully. Its structures were all built on a 
grid plan. The main road, named the Avenue of the Dead, connected three of the main temples. 
There are four well-known buildings in Teotihuacan. The most famous structure in the city is the 
Pyramid of the Sun, which is 200 feet tall. It is as large at the base as the great pyramid in Egypt. 
Another important structure is the smaller Pyramid of the Moon. The Temple of Quetzalcoatl
is also an important building in the city. It is named for a serpent god. Carvings of serpents and a 
god named Tlaloc cover the walls of the temple. The other major building in the city is the Temple 
of the Jaguars. It is famous for its brightly colored wall murals.

The Mystery of Teotihuacan
 The history of this ancient city remains a mystery. We do not have any written records of the 
time. The ruins have not provided much information about the beliefs or daily lives of the people. 
We do know that they made a special thin orange pottery. Examples of this pottery have been 
found throughout Mexico, so we know that the Altiplano traveled and traded over great distances.

Mystery shrouds the last days of Teotihuacan. About A.D. 750, the entire city was destroyed 
and burned. The ancient temples and carvings were smashed. Some historians believe outside 
tribes invaded and destroyed the city. Other historians assume the priests and rulers destroyed 
their own city. We may never know the answer.

Teotihuacan means “the place where men become gods.” Centuries after the destruction 
of the city, the Aztecs believed the gods had built Teotihuacan. The Aztecs worshipped it as a holy 
site.

The most famous structure in the Altiplano city of Teotihuacan 
is the Pyramid of the Sun

Teotihuacan
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Name:  Date: 

Knowledge Check

Matching

   1. Temple of the Jaguars a. the main road in Teotihuacan

   2. Temple of Quetzalcoatl b. people believed to be descended from the 

   3. Pyramid of the Sun  Olmecs

   4. Pyramid of the Moon c. picture writing

   5. Altiplano d. the capital of the Altiplano tribe

   6. Avenue of the Dead e. named for a serpent god

   7. glyphs f. most famous structure in Teotihuacan

   8. Teotihuacan g. famous for its brightly colored wall murals

h. smaller pyramid found in Teotihuacan

Multiple Choice

9. Who did the Aztecs believe had built Teotihuacan?

  a. the Olmecs        b. the gods
  c. the Altiplano        d. ancient Aztecs

10. What present-day city is the ancient city of Teotihuacan near?

  a. Veracruz         b. Lima
  c. Mexico City        d. Acapulco

Constructed Response

11. How do we know that the people of Teotihuacan traveled a great deal? Give details from the 
reading selection to support your answer.

Teotihuacan
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The Mayas

The Territory of the Mayas
 The Mayan culture spread throughout southern Mexico 
and Central America. It included the Yucatan Peninsula to 
the north as well as today’s countries of Honduras, Belize, El 
Salvador, and Guatemala to the south. It stretched from the 
Pacific Ocean in the west to the Caribbean Sea in the east. This 
land included rugged highlands as well as dense swamps.

The Mayan People
 The Mayan people were short. The average height of the 
men was just over five feet. The women were about four feet eight
inches tall. Mayas had straight black hair, and many painted their 
bodies black, red, or blue. They also often had tattoos. They val-
ued crossed eyes and tied objects from their infants’ foreheads 
to encourage their eyes to cross. Some Mayas also tied boards 
to the heads of their children to flatten their foreheads.

Mayan History
 Historians divide the story of the Mayas into three eras: 
the pre-classic, the classic, and the post-classic. The pre-classic 
era lasted from about 2,500 B.C. to A.D. 250. During this time, the 
Mayas came in contact with and borrowed from the Olmecs. The 
early Mayan settlements were fishing villages along the Pacific 
Ocean and Caribbean Sea; they moved inland when they learned 
to plant crops.

 The Mayan classic era continued from A.D. 250 to A.D. 
900. They built many great cities, most of which had majestic pyramid temples. Tikal, the largest 
Mayan city, may have had a population of 100,000 or more. During the classic era, the Mayas 
improved methods of agriculture. They also developed advanced mathematics and astronomy as 
well as a system of writing.

 The post-classic era began with the collapse of the Mayan empire after A.D. 900. It lasted 
until the Spanish conquest in the 1500s. One of the world’s greatest mysteries is what happened 
to the Mayan culture. It was the most important civilization in the new world in A.D. 900. Suddenly, 
however, the Mayas left their great cities and scattered throughout the countryside. We still do not 
know why the great Mayan civilization ended. The Mayas continued to farm and trade in the region 
after the great cities fell. Christopher Columbus met some Mayan traders in 1502. Mayan descen-
dants still live in the region of their ancestors.

The Mayas

The Mayas created sculptures on 
large stone slabs called stela. These 
carvings reveal much about the Ma-
yan people.
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Name:  Date: 

The Mayas

Knowledge Check

Matching

   1. Yucatan Peninsula a. period when the Mayas built many great cities

   2. Mayas b. time when soldiers from Spain conquered the natives

   3. pre-classic era  of the new world

   4. classic era c. the largest Mayan city

   5. post-classic era d. people who lived in the Yucatan Peninsula and what is

   6. Tikal  today Belize, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala

   7. Spanish Conquest e. period when the Mayas lived in fishing villages

f. period after the collapse of the Mayan empire

g. area of land that juts out into the Caribbean Sea; 

 includes part of Mexico, Belize, and Guatemala

Multiple Choice

8. What was one trait Mayan people did not have?

  a. straight hair b. tattoos

  c. tall d. crossed eyes

9. What allowed the Mayas to move inland?

  a. they found fish in streams b. they learned to plant crops

  c. they began hunting d. they found an Olmec city

10. What were the most well-known structures in Mayan cities?

  a. burial mounds b. deep wells

  c. level roads d. pyramid temples

Constructed Response

11. What evidence is there that the Mayas had an advanced civilization? Use details from the 
reading selection to help support your answer.
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Name:  Date: 

Map Follow-Up

The shaded area of the map below shows the ancient Mayan empire and the Mayan cities of 
Chichén Itzá, Tikal, and Copán. Use a globe or atlas and write in the names of the modern locations  
listed.

 Belize    Gulf of Mexico  Honduras
 Mexico   Caribbean Sea  Pacific Ocean
 El Salvador   Yucatan Peninsula  Guatemala   
 Nicaragua

The Mayas

The Mayan Empire
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The Arrival of Man
Knowledge Check (p. 2)
Matching

1. b 2. a 3. e 4. d 
5. c

Multiple Choice
6. b, c  7. c 8. a 9. d

Constructed Response
10. Archeologists can look in an-

cient dumps to find information 
about what foods were eaten. 
Remains of stone spearheads, 
arrowheads, and tools give clues 
about the natives’ lives. Stones 
used to grind grain and bits of 
broken pottery tell about early 
agriculture.

Map Follow-Up (p. 3) 
Teacher check map.

The Olmecs
Knowledge Check (p. 5)
Matching

1. a 2. c 3. e 4. b 
5. d

Multiple Choice
6. c 7. a 8. b 9. d

Constructed Response
10. We know the Olmecs had a form 

of picture writing. They had a 
number system and a calendar. 
They produced works of art, 
such as small carved pieces of 
jade and giant stone heads. They 
had ground mirrors of polished 
hematite. They harvested sap
from rubber trees.

Teotihuacan
Knowledge Check (p. 7)
Matching

1. g 2. e 3. f 4. h 
5. b 6. a 7. c 8. d

Multiple Choice
9. b 10. c

Constructed Response
11. The Altiplano made a special type 

of thin orange pottery. Examples
of this pottery have been found 
throughout Mexico. This means 
the Altiplano traveled over a wide
area and traded their goods with 
many other tribes.

The Mayas
Knowledge Check (p. 9)
Matching
1. g 2. d 3. e 4. a 
5. f 6. c 7. b

Multiple Choice
8. c 9. b 10. d

Constructed Response
11. The Mayas had large cities. Ti-

kal had 100,000 people or more. 
They built majestic pyramid tem-
ples. They improved methods 
of agriculture. They developed 
advanced mathematics and as-
tronomy. They had a system of 
writing.

Map Follow-Up (p. 10)
Teacher check map.

Mayan Religion
Knowledge Check (p. 14)
Matching
1. e 2. g 3. f 4. c 
5. d 6. a 7. b

Multiple Choice
8. c 9. a 10. d

Constructed Response
11. If the person survived, the priests 

would pull the sacrificed person 
out of the well. They were asked 
what messages they brought back 
from the gods. It was thought the 
gods had chosen to spare these 
victims. They were given special 
treatment from then on, since the 
Mayas believed they had spoken 
to the gods.

Mayan Cities
Knowledge Check (p. 16)
Matching
1. d 2. f 3. c 4. a 
5. e 6. b 7. g

Multiple Choice
8. b 9. a 10. d

Constructed Response
11. In the center of the city, there was 

a large open plaza. Tall pyramids 
topped with temples were in the 
plazas. Public buildings, palaces, 
and ball courts surrounded the 
plazas. Rulers and priests lived in 

the city centers. The upper- and 
middle-class citizens built homes
just outside the city center. Peas-
ants lived in huts on the edges 
of the city. Raised roads, called 
causeways, ran through the city.

Mayan Writing
Knowledge Check (p. 18)
Matching
1. b 2. c 3. e 4. a 
5. d

Multiple Choice 
6. d 7. a 8. c

Constructed Response
9. The Spanish thought the Mayan 

books were evil. The Spanish 
were Christians, so they prob-
ably thought anything in the Ma-
yan books would be about their 
heathen beliefs. They destroyed 
almost all of the Mayan books. 
This helped destroy the Mayan 
culture and allowed the Spanish 
to rule over them easier.

Mayan Mathematics and Astro-
nomy: Knowledge Check (p. 20)
Matching
1. e 2. c 3. f 4. a 
5. d 6. b

Multiple Choice
7. c 8. b 9. d

Constructed Response
10. The Mayas used their knowledge 

of astronomy and mathematics 
to predict eclipses and the orbit 
of the planet Venus. They devel-
oped a sacred calendar and a
365-day calendar. They also had
a system of numbers that used a 
base of 20 and had a zero. The 
Mayan priests tried to predict 
events on earth by observing the
heavenly bodies.

Explore: Mayan Math Exercise 
(p. 21)
Mayan Numbers:

0 =  2 =   

Answer Keys

Answer Keys




