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Purpose of Activity:   
Through an inquiry approach, students will develop an understanding of the Aztec, Inca, and Maya. 

They will be able to evaluate and understand the history, geography, culture, and political structure 

of each group. 
 

This 30+ Page Resource Includes: 
⎯ Teacher Tips (2-pages)  
⎯ Standards Questions Handout (4-pages)  
⎯ Research Tools Handout (1-page)  
⎯ SS Standards for Teacher Reference (2-pages)  
⎯ K-W-L Chart (1-page) 

⎯ Aztec, Inca, May Map Work (3-pages)  
⎯ Map Work Answer Keys (3-pages) 

⎯ Project Choices (3-pages) 

⎯ Five Strands of Social Studies Slideshow (6-pages) 

⎯ Presentation Notes (2-pages) 

⎯ Key Vocabulary (3-pages) 

⎯ Key Vocabulary Answer Key (1-page) 

⎯ Assessment Rubric (1-page) 

⎯ Presentation and Audience Guidelines (1-page; 2 per page) 
 

Teacher Tips: 
⎯ Preparation: It will be important for you to read thru these Teacher Tips and other documents. Print 

off any needed materials ahead of time (handouts, map work, project choices, rubric, etc.). 

⎯ Introduction: Inform your students that they will be learning about three civilizations that lived in 

present-day Mexico, Central, and South America: the Aztec, Inca, and Maya. Inform them that 

they will be leading an inquiry, an investigation, for their learning. 

⎯ Inquiry Questions: Have your students brainstorm open-ended questions that they want to have 

answered about the three culture groups. The inquiry questions are there to help engage your 

students and to get them thinking about the research process. Allow your students time to 

brainstorm individually, in small groups, and/or in a large group discussion. Make a list as students 

share their questions. The following are a handful of examples of inquiry type questions: 

▪ Who were the Maya? 

▪ Why did the Aztec choose to live where they did? 

▪ What was the system of government like for the Inca? 

▪ How did the environment affect the Maya way of life? 

▪ What did the Aztecs use for money and how did they use it? 

▪ What natural resources did the Inca use? 

▪ What technology (inventions) made the daily life of the Maya easier? 

▪ What happened to the Maya culture? 

⎯ “Five Strands of Social Studies” Slideshow- Since the Five Strands of Social Studies (Economics, 

Political Science, Geography, Behavioral Science, and History) are infused throughout this 

resource, it is important that your students understand these strands. For your convenience, a 

slideshow is included. Feel free to use this if you feel it will help your students. 

⎯ Grouping Students: You can group your students based on similar inquiry questions, ability, or a 

random drawing. The number of students per group is up to you but 3-4 students seems to work 

the best. Be sure that you have all three culture groups (Aztec, Inca, and Maya) represented. 
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Teacher Tips Continued: 
⎯ “Standards Questions” Handout: Once you have the groups determined, pass out 1-2 copies of 

the “Standards Questions” handout to each group. The group may decide to split up the 

questions. Only one handout needs to be returned to you for a “look over”. Some of the questions 

may need clarification for students so please be prepared to offer some assistance if needed. This 

is where you may want to refer to the “modifications” section that is listed further below. This 

handout may be optional but is recommended as a “to do” for your students to fill out. 

Remember, the purpose of this activity is that your students will be able to evaluate and 

understand the history, geography, culture, and political structure of each group. 

⎯ K-W-L Chart: You may find it useful to have each group complete a K-W-L Chart for the culture 

group they are researching. This is included in this resource.  

⎯ Group Presentation: Each group will be expected to present information to the class. Inform your 

students that their presentations MUST relate to the Social Studies Standards (and Five Strands of 

Social Studies). It’s also important to inform your students that their presentation can have many 

different looks- digital, PowerPoint, poster, newscast, diorama, skit, tri-fold display, etc. 

⎯ “Research Tools” Handout: This handout contains primary and secondary resources. Make sure 

each group receives a copy. You may also choose to send it digitally, which may make it easier 

for students to use the links. Note: At times, some links expire or do not work. We apologize if this 

occurs. 

⎯ Map Work: There are three maps included with this resource, one for each culture group. These 

maps help address the “Geography Standard”. 

⎯ Key Vocabulary: If you want students to understand some of the important vocabulary for their 

culture group, handouts are included. This is activity is optional but may provide a lower level 

learner a task where he/she can contribute to the group.  

⎯ Presentation and Audience Requirements: Included with this resource are some helpful reminders 

for both presenters and audience members for the final presentations. You may want to hand 

these out to groups (or individuals) before the presentations.  

⎯ Presentation Notes: This is a document that each student should have. It is two pages because 

students will need to take notes on the other two groups that that they did not research. 

⎯ Early Finishers: There will be a group (or two) that finishes before others. If a group finishes early, 

they have a couple choices. First of all, they can decide on how they want to present the 

information that they learned about the culture group they researched. Secondly, they could 

refer to the Project Choices for their culture group and work on one of the choices offered. 

⎯ Assessment Rubric: Students will be assessed based on being able to answer questions related to 

the social studies standards and their overall presentation. A rubric is included for assessment 

purposes. You may want to share this with your students before they begin their research.  

⎯ Inquiry Questions & K-W-L Review: Don’t forget the inquiry questions that you had your students 

brainstorm. You may want to review their questions and see if they can answer any of them. Also, 

if you had groups fill out a K-W-L Chart, you may want to have them fill out the “L” column. 

⎯ Modifications: Here are a few ways that you can modify learning for those that need it. 

▪ Partner Up- Partner up a lower-level learner with a higher-level student. Have the higher-

level student read the information out loud and then work as partners to answer the 

questions. 

▪ Easier Task- Have the lower-level student work on the map for the civilization group. There 

may be some assistance needed, but if pointed to an accurate map and directions are 

made clear, the student should be able to accomplish the task. 

▪ Provide an Opportunity- Give the lower-level learner more control of how the final project 

will look. Maybe they can be the project manager and make sure everyone is doing their 

part. You could also have the lower-level learner be in charge of checking out books with 

the group’s civilization name.  

▪ Interest- If the lower-level learner has a specific interest in one of the questions, allow 

him/her to work on it. There will be more of a vested interest in the question. 
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Aztec, Inca, & Maya 

Group Questions 
 

Group Members: ____________________, ____________________, ____________________, ____________________ 

 

Our Culture (circle one):     Aztec       Inca       Maya Date: ___________________ Class: __________ 
 

Directions: As you research your culture (civilization), answer the questions that follow. Each question is 

related to a social studies standard. 
 

STANDARD FOCUS: BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES 
1. How did your culture solve problems such as distribution of food, building shelters, and social 

interactions with other groups of people? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Share how similarities among other cultures led to understandings or misunderstandings. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Share how differences among other cultures led to understanding and misunderstandings. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Describe the inventions (technologies) of your culture. How did these inventions impact their lives (for 

better or worse)? Try to include at least three important inventions. 
 

Invention    

Impact    
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STANDARD FOCUS: GEOGRAPHY 
1. How did the location of your culture affect way of life? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Share how the population of your culture changed over time. When was it at its peak? When did it 

begin to decline? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. How did technology impact the environment and natural resources? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. Complete the map activity for your culture and attach to this document. 
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STANDARD FOCUS: HISTORY 
1. How did the culture stay the same over time? How did the culture change over time? 
 

How the Culture Stayed the Same How the Culture Changed 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2. To understand the actions of your culture, you need to recognize historical perspective. To have 

historical perspective you need to appreciate the social, cultural, intellectual, and emotional 

situations that played a role in shaping the culture’s lives and actions. Let’s take the writing of the 

Declaration of Independence in 1776 as an example. The American colonists wrote the Declaration of 

Independence because their voices were not being heard by King George III of England. They were 

frustrated with how King George III was treating them. Think of two major events that happened with 

your culture. Then explain why this event took place. Then share the implications of the event had on 

the present. 
 

Event   

Historical 

Perspective 

  

Implication on 

the Present 
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STANDARD FOCUS: POLITICAL SCIENCE 
1. Were there any laws that your culture group had? What were they and how did they affect the 

people? Try to include at least three examples. 
 

Law    

Affect    

 

2. What was the structure of government like? For example, who held the most power and what did 

these people do? Who did not have as much power and what did these people do? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. How did your culture group solve any problems or issues? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 


