Introduction to Mesoamerica
Lesson Plan

Introduction

This lesson is an introduction to Mesoamerica éndultures. We will take a brief look at four
of the great civilizations of ancient Mexico andaexne many of the cultural characteristics,
products and practices that were common throughl@esbamerica, and that changed the rest of
the world in ways unimaginable before the Spanspssbrought them to the attention of the rest
of the world

The information in this lesson provides a contextthe second unit, “Juego de pelota,” which is
a more in-depth look at one of the Mesoamericantjpes that perhaps has had as much or more
influence on our lives today than any of the othetise ball game.

Learning Objectives

Students will become familiar with:
* Mesoamerican cultures: who they were, where tiveyg) how they lived, how they were
alike, and how they were different from one another
* Mesoamerican writing systems and what we can l@am them
* Mesoamerican products and practices that changeddhd when Spanish ships brought
them from New Spain.

Guiding Questions

What were the ancient Mesoamerican cultures like?
How is the world different today as a result of greducts and practices of Mesoamerica?

Preparing to Teach this Lesson

Read John Pohl"dntroduction: Mesoamerica?tom which much of the information in this
lesson is adapted. | deliberately left this link of the suggested links for the students because
it gives very concise answers to some of the qorestihat | would prefer to have the students
discover for themselves from their research anslsghmesentations. For further background
information | also recommend looking over the limksommended for the students’ research.

Students will be assigned to research one of foltuies — Aztec, Mixtec, Olmec or Maya.
They will find information on geography and clima@nguages, writing systems, calendars,
architecture, agriculture and foods, and the stinecand practices of the society. They will
prepare a visual display of this information in th@ssroom.

Materials contained in this lesson:
* PowerPoint presentation “El calendario”
* PowerPoint presentation “Los codices”
* PowerPoint presentation “La agricultura”
» Student notebook “Cuaderno: Mesoamérica” (onespatent)
* Map and timeline (one per group) for wall display



» Selected pages of the Codex Selden with questpyitg @nd laminate one set to pass
around in groups)

Use the PowerPoint presentations to give furthi@rmation on the writing systems, calendar,
and foods. The follow-on lesson provides detaihddrmation on the ball game.

The pages of the Codex Selden with identificativereises are for Activity 3. Print one set and
laminate them if desired. They will be passed adoiuom student to student, and laminating
them will help them last longer.

You will need to have four good-sized sectionsuféiin board where students can pin up the
images they will find. Once completed, each digpldl provide a visual summary of some of
the characteristics and products of each of thiened studied. If you do not have enough
bulletin board or wall space to accommodate thplays, you could have them make posters of
their images as an alternative.

Suggested Activities

Activity 1 What is Mesoamerica?

* Divide students into 4 groups. Assign each graup af the following Mesoamerican
cultures. Each group will research the assignéidreuto find out when and where they
lived and what their culture was like, and will page an exhibit of images that represent
their assigned culture.

o0 La mexica of central Mexico: the Aztecs

o Tropical lowlands of the east coast: the Olmecs
o Tropical highlands of Oaxaca: the Mixtecs

o Chiapas, Yucatan and Guatemala: the Mayas

» Students will need copies of the student notebdakatierno: Mesoamérica.” Students
will record information in their notebooks as thatyprogresses. Each group will also
need one copy each of the map and timeline, wineh will complete and include in
their display.

» Each group will need separate bulletin board sfactheir exhibit (see Preparing to
Teach this Lesson).

» Prior to doing the research, students will meeheir groups to talk over the questions
on page 1 of the notebook, speculate on the ansamisassign responsibility among the
group members for finding the images.

» Students will research the assigned culture acegrdi questions provided in their
notebooks. Suggested websites for research &d bim page 2 of the notebook. They
will assemble the images, along with short captitimst visually represent the answers to
the questions. They should also record their figgiin their notebooks.

» The group will meet again to discuss their findirgjzare their images, write captions for
the images, and assemble their exhibit. If you@aehing the lesson to multiple classes,
as | do, you can assign the same research to &ssh but divide the responsibility for
assembling the images among the classes. Eadbitextti then be the creation of more
than one class.



Each group will present their exhibit and expldiait culture to the class, with each
group member doing an equal part of the presemtatiBtudents should present
information related to all the images, includingsgh assembled by other classes.

Give time in class for students to travel to theeotcultures, looking at the images and
captions, discussing them, asking questions, atatdaang information in their notebooks
about each culture on pages 2-3.

Activity 2 What's my name and what day is it?

Show the PowerPoint presentation “El calendariott@Mesoamerican calendar.
Explain that the Mesoamerican calendar system,iwsed a 260-day calendar in
conjunction with the 365-day solar calendar, way exact, probably as much or more
so than the Gregorian calendar we use today. $aeithis calendar system was
common throughout Mesoamerica. Day hames consi$tede of twenty day signs
paired with a number from 1 to 13. Years were rcamigh one of four year signs paired
with a number from 1 to 13. It is thought that #6® days of the calendar represented
the period of human gestation.
When this 260-day calendar is applied to the 36bstdar calendar (see chart on
PowerPoint), students can see how the images antlers rotate so that each day and
year in a cycle of 52 solar years will have a urigame and year, at which point the
cycle starts over.
Explain that throughout Mesoamerica, hames werergio people based on what day the
person was born. Students should add informatidhdir notebooks as required.
Students should download and print John Pohl’'s ikepsges oday namesndyear
bearers.They will examine these codex pages to see ¥ tla@ find the following
information:
» vyear 4 House, day 1 Rain on page 7 ofGloeex Nuttall
» vyear 7 Reed, day 1 House, and year 5 Flint, daydlfle on page 13 of tli&dex
Selden
Students should find their own calendar names ([liafey sign) on theAztec Calendar-
Calculatorwebsite and record it in their notebooks on page 4
Optional: At this point you could begin to writeetMesoamerican date on the board
each day.

Activity 3: What, When, Where?

Introduce the codices with the PowerPoint presemdat.os codices”, emphasizing the
ways in which the pictographic writing systems btlee Mesoamerican cultures are
similar. The codices were generally painted omahhide or amate (bark) paper.

Divide students into small groups. Each group @ithmine and discuss the laminated
pages of the Codex Selden. (See Preparing to Teechesson) Provide each group
with a copy of John Pohl's page place signs Point out that the codices are read from
right to left, or from bottom to top in the casetloé Codex Selden, and that the artists
have drawn lines on the pages to show the patheddtory. Each of the laminated pages
has a list of several pictographs the studentsoaidentify. Each group should examine
one page, exchanging with other groups as timeipgrm



Project: Each student will design, draw and calpictographic representation of an
event that has happened in his or her life. Thaukl be done in the form of a screen-
fold codex and appropriately colored with paintsrarkers. (Students will be able to add
to this codex with the follow-on lesson on the lgaline.)

Activity 4: What's for Dinner?

Students will make a list of their favorite foods page 4 of their notebooks. They will
complete the second column after the discussiorPameerPoint presentation.

Talk about the many foods the rest of the worlesaor granted that are native to the
Americas, and that were unknown in the rest oftbdd until after the Spanish came in
the 16" century. Because the various cultures had diffeclimatic and geographical
conditions, they adapted their agricultural methimdheir unique situations. For
example, the Mixtecs in the mountains of Oaxaca teeacing to make a larger area of
land productive; the Aztecs used chinampas, otifigaslands to grow many of their
crops. The one thing they all had in common wasctiitivation of the “three sisters:”
maize, beans and squash. Companion planting,alian plant at the base of each corn
plant and squash in between to keep down the weasl® common planting method,
with each plant providing nutrients that the otheesded.

Show the PowerPoint presentation “La agricultuna’'tleese foods. Students should jot
down each of the sixteen foods shown in the squargmge 5 of the notebook.
Afterward, students will draw a glyph representaagh food in the square. Optional:
encourage them to place the items randomly inqoares rather than in the order
presented. It could then be used later as a fiasisloteria game.

After viewing the PowerPoint and related discussstuadents should check off which of
their favorite foods contain foods native to Meseaiga. Discuss how much
Mesoamerican foods have influenced culinary histbrgughout the world.

Activity 5: The guestions.

In small groups, students will discuss final 4 dioes and write their observations on
page 6 of their notebooks.
* How are the cultures of Mesoamerica different frame another?
* How are they similar to one another?
* In what ways is the world different today as a lestithe contributions of the
Mesoamerican cultures?
* Why is the study of these cultures relevant tolwes?

Assessment

Students can either write or present their answeéth,examples, to the questions in Activity 5.

Extending the Lesson

Students can research any of the following topianore depth:



The cultures of ancient Mexico — photos from theéidveal Museum of Anthropology, Mexico
City
http://mesoweb.com/features/jpl/index.html

Writing systems and the codices
http://mesolore.net/classroom/tutorials/19#jqTOGKS

Decoding the hidden meanings in the codices intiwrawebsite
http://mesolore.net/archive/manuscripts/1l/decode
http://mesolore.net/archive/manuscripts/2/decode

Introduction to Mixteca, by Aurora Perez
http://mesolore.net/classroom/lectures/16

Introduction to Mesoamerica, by David Carrasoc
http://mesolore.net/classroom/lectures/15

Life and Death in Ancient Mexicoby Joel Skidmore

Standards Alignment

ACTFL 1.1 Students engage in conversation , peaiad obtain information, express feelings
and emotions, and exchange opinions: Activitie3, B, 5

ACTFL 1.2 Students understand and interpret wrikdguage on a variety of topics: Activities
1,2,3,5

ACTFL 1.3 Students understand and interpret sptdk@guage on a variety of topics: Activities
1,2,3,4,5

ACTFL 1.4 Students convey information, concepis i@eas to listeners for a variety of
purposes: Activities 1, 2, 3,5

ACTFL 1.5 Students convey information, conceptsl @eas to readers for a variety of
purposes: Activities 1, 2, 3,5

ACTFL 2.1 Students recognize that different largrsause different patterns to communicate
and can apply this knowledge to their own languagetivities 2, 3, 5

ACTFL 2.2 Students recognize that cultures usiedint patterns of interaction and can apply
this knowledge to their own culture: Activities®,5

ACTFL 3.2 Students understand the relationshigvéeh the perspectives (meanings, values,
ideas) and products/contributions (books, toolsdfart, laws, music, games) of the cultures
studied: Activities 1, 2, 3,4,5



ACTFL 4.2 Students acquire information and perspes through authentic materials in the
foreign languages and within the cultures: Aciiggtl, 2, 3
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