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Preface

I am a teacher. With “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) being the law of the land, and with 
every teacher required to help raise test scores on standardized tests, we are all looking for 
ways to improve our teaching. Today there are national Common Core State Standards for 
teaching as well as various state standards that students are expected to meet. Maybe your 
state or school district has exit exams students are required to pass. Your circumstances 
will be different from mine but we all have the same goal in mind. Help our students reach 
their goals.

The Mr. Donn and Maxie’s Always Something You Can Use series was written in part 
because when I went looking for help as a new teacher there was nothing there. The lessons 
you are about to use are ones that I have used in the classroom myself, with input from my 
colleagues, friends, students, and especially my wife.

I currently teach in an urban school with all its challenges and difficulties. I teach both 
language arts and social studies. I have been in various levels of secondary school 
grades 6–12.

Focus: This book, and the rest of the books in the series are for teaching Ancient History. 
Each book is a separate unit that deals with each of the different ancient civilizations Each 
book has within it a complete unit on ancient history. Within each unit there are various types 
of lessons. Each unit will contain vocabulary lessons, writing lessons, and activity lessons. 
The variety will hopefully keep all your students involved, entertained, and learning.

In Classroom Instruction that Works, Marzano et al list ten research based strategies. The 
ancient history series uses these ten strategies, as well as other concepts, ideas, and strategies, 
to build lesson plans and instruction around. For those who are unfamiliar with Marzano et 
al, here is a quick recap of those strategies.

•	 Identifying Similarities and Differences

•	 Summarizing and Note Taking

•	 Reinforcing Effort and Providing Recognition

•	 Homework and Practice

•	 Nonlinguistic Representations

•	 Cooperative Learning

•	 Setting Objectives and Providing feedback

•	 Generating and Testing Hypotheses

•	 Cues, Questions and Advanced Organizers
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These strategies and concepts are imbedded into the lessons. You won’t find a place where 
it says “We will now use the strategy of Cooperative Learning.” Instead you will find 
cooperative learning within the lesson. An example of this is in the Ancient China unit; 
students are divided into groups, and each group chooses or is assigned one of the dynasties. 
That group is given an opportunity to research, create a presentation, and then present their 
product to the class. This project is monitored by the teacher as to progress and deadlines. 
Their product is then placed in the classroom for all to see, share, and use. This same 
project includes Marzano’s strategies of “Reinforcing effort and providing recognition,” 
“Nonlinguistic Representation,” and “Setting Objectives and Providing Feedback.”

The Mr. Donn and Maxie Always Something You Can Use series also uses ideas and 
concepts to help make teaching and learning enjoyable—ideas such as “Word Walls” to help 
build vocabulary, various writing ideas to stimulate interest in writing, and games, pictures 
and graphic organizers to increase efficiency and retention.

We worked very hard to bring you the best ideas we could to make history a subject that 
students would want to learn.
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Ancient Mesopotamia  
Introduction

Subject: Ancient Mesopotamia (Sumer, Babylonia, Assyria) 

Level/Length: This unit was written with sixth graders in mind, but can easily be adapted 
for grades 5–9. The unit is presented in 12 sections, including the final activity; some sections 
are mini-units and will take longer than one class period to complete. Lessons are based on a 
55-minute class period or they can be adjusted to fit any time frame. As written, time frame 
needed to complete this unit: 4–5 weeks. 

Unit description: This unit covers 5000 years of ancient Mesopotamian history and explores 
the early civilizations of Sumer, Babylonia, and Assyria, along with inventions, elements of a 
civilization, the Bronze Age, Hammurabi’s Code, Gilgamesh—the first superhero, Cylinder 
Seals, cuneiform, the Royal Tombs of Ur, Babylon, gods and goddesses, professions, beliefs, 
and daily life. It concludes with a review game, based on Knowledge Bowl. Activities 
are varied and include classifying, abstracting, map work, writing, reading, speaking, 
researching, interpreting, presenting, and other higher level thinking activities. 

Rationale: In view of the latest government guidelines on education with “no child left 

behind,” this unit was developed to meet standards applicable in most states. Lessons are 

designed to address various learning styles and can be adapted for all students’ abilities. 

Setting up the room: With this unit, there is little need to set up much of the room in 
advance. Travel posters or maps will brighten the room until student work is posted. 
Throughout the unit, the students will be creating several things to decorate the classroom 
including a Mesopotamian Mural, Magical Myths, and Cylinder Seals. 

Word Wall: We would encourage you to set up a word wall, perhaps with the outline of an 
ancient tablet with some cuneiform shapes at the top or sides for a design. Place new words as 
you discover them in the unit on your word wall. Once a week, have the students pick a word, 
any word, define it, and use it in a sentence. Use the word wall to fill in short periods of time 
throughout the unit. 

Door Into Classroom: A simple step design, zigzagging upward around your door, made of 
construction paper, would suggest a ziggurat. 
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Setting up student notebooks: Have your students divide their notebooks divided into 
six sections with dividers between each section. Label the sections Geography, History & 
Literature, Daily Life, Religion/Gods, Inventions, and Government. As students receive 
handouts and returned work, ensure that they place them in the appropriate section. 
Sometimes with ancient civilizations, the lines between the sections are blurred. We will do 
our best to separate them. 

The Dig: (No-Name Papers): You might wish to dedicate part of one bulletin board to The 
Dig. The students add art to The Dig, which changes now and then, and help to post no-
name papers as needed. All unclaimed no-name work is posted until the end of each unit. As 
students spot their work, it can be turned in at any time. As the closing act of any unit, the 
students in each class walk by, single file, and pay their respects. If any “no-names” are left 
by the end of the unit, they’re “buried.” It doesn’t matter if no-names are posted for the whole 
unit or for a single day—points off are the same. The work was attempted; it just wasn’t 
claimed. The Dig is also a great place to post handouts for students who missed a class to pick 
up the materials they need to catch up. 
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Section One: 

Geography of Ancient Mesopotamia

Time frame: 2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
1.	 Natural Barriers 
2.	 Geography of Mesopotamia

Understand and use an atlas 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 World Atlas 
•	 Overheads: three, one each of the reproducibles listed below (maps) 
•	 Reproducibles: three maps of the same geographical area 

Outline Map of the Middle East (no labels)  
Map of Ancient Mesopotamia (labeled)  
Map of the Middle East Today (labeled) 

Daily Questions: 
Day One: What is a natural boundary? 
Day Two: What is geography? 

Open Class: Ask: Have you ever gone for a hike or a walk? 

Activity: Class Discussion, Natural Barriers 
(Brief class discussion after each question.)

Ask: 
•	 If a river ran across the path you were on and there was no bridge, what would you 

do? What if it was a really big, deep, fast moving river? 
•	 Have you ever been in the desert? 
•	 What is something you must bring with you in the desert? 
•	 How does a person get across the desert? 
•	 How about mountain climbing? 
•	 How do you cross a mountain range? 
•	 If you have an opponent who doesn’t want you to cross the river, desert or mountain 

could they make it even more difficult for you? 

Say: Rivers, deserts, mountains, and seas are called natural barriers. (Put “natural barriers” 
on your word wall.) 

Hand out atlas or maps or have students turn to the appropriate page in their textbook. 

They can work alone or in pairs. 
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Say: Use your atlas to find the natural barriers that surround the U.S.A. 

Allow students time to do so. They should come up with at least the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Great Lakes. 

Activity: Mapping Mesopotamia 

(Teacher Note: The Fertile Crescent runs from the Taurus Mountains in the north to the 
Arabian Desert in the south, and from the Eastern Mediterranean to the Zagros Mountains. 
Ancient Mesopotamia is in the Fertile Crescent. But the Crescent is bigger than ancient 
Mesopotamia. Today, the Crescent includes such countries as Syria, Lebanon, Cyprus, 
Jordan, Palestine, Iraq, Kuwait, as well as the Sinai Peninsula, and northern Mesopotamia. 
We don’t go into much detail with this, but you might choose to do so.) 

Materials needed:

•	 Atlas or maps of Iraq/Mesopotamia
•	 2 blank maps of the Middle East 

Once you have the natural barriers around the USA listed, have the students turn to the 
appropriate page in the atlas (Iraq or Mesopotamia) and have them list the natural barriers 
around Iraq or Mesopotamia. They should come up with the Zagros Mountains, the Taurus 
Mountains in the north, the Syrian and/or Arabian Desert, the Red Sea, the Mediterranean 
Sea and the Persian Gulf. 

Hand out two blank maps of the Middle East. On the first map, have students find and 
label: the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, the Persian Gulf, the Mediterranean Sea, the Zagros 
Mountains, and the Syrian Desert. Have them create a map key and color in their maps. 

On the second map have them outline, label, and color in Iraq, Iran, Turkey, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Red Sea, Mediterranean Sea and Persian Gulf. Have them compare the map of 
Mesopotamia to the modern countries. (They will discover that ancient Mesopotamia was 
mostly in the same area as modern day Iraq.) 

Close activity: Say: Ancient Mesopotamia covered an area that was about 300 miles long 
and about 150 miles wide. The cities in ancient Mesopotamia were built between the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers. These rivers flow into the Persian Gulf. The word Mesopotamia 
actually means (in Greek) “the land between the rivers.” 

The “land between the rivers” has seasons that vary from cool to hot. Temperatures can rise 
over 110 degrees Fahrenheit. There is very little rainfall; storms do blow in from the Persian 
Gulf, which cools things off. The area does have slight seasons; it can get quite cool at certain 
times of the year, and the desert cools off at night. 

Close Class: You might think it would be an awful place to live. But actually, it was great. 
We’ll find out why the next time we meet. 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Ancient Mesopotamia

Present Day
Turkey

Iran

Saudi
Arabia

Sudan

Find and label:

•	 City of Ur
•	 City of Uruk
•	 City of Babylon
•	 Tigris River
•	 Euphrates River
•	 Syrian Desert
•	 Arabian Desert
•	 Taurus Mountains
•	 Zagros Mountains
•	 Persian Gulf
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Labeled Map of Ancient Mesopotamia

Present Day
Turkey

Iran

Saudi
Arabia

Sudan

Ur

Uruk

Babylon

Euphrates River

Tigris River

Zagros Mountains

Taurus Mountains

Syrian Desert

Arabian Desert
Persian

Gulf
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Middle East (Present Day)

Find and label:

•	 Tigris River
•	 Euphrates River
•	 Persian Gulf
•	 Red Sea
•	 Mediterranean Sea
•	 Black Sea
•	 Greece
•	 Egypt
•	 Turkey

•	 Syria
•	 Iraq
•	 Iran
•	 Kuwait
•	 Jordan
•	 Saudi Arabia
•	 Israel
•	 Lebanon
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Labeled Map of the Middle East (Present Day)

Turkey

Iran
Iraq

Syria

Jordan

Saudi
Arabia

Egypt

Sudan

Israel

Lebanon
Mediterranean

Sea

Red
Sea

Black Sea Caspian
Sea

Greece

Persian Gulf

Tigris  R
iver

Euphrate s River
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Section Two:

Early Pioneers in Ancient Mesopotamia

Time frame: 3–4 class periods (55 minutes each)
The Sumerians 
Agriculture, Inventions 
The Bronze Age, Tools 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Early Pioneers in Ancient Mesopotamia 

Daily Questions: 
Day One: What is a pioneer? 
Day Two: Who were the Sumerians? 
Day Three: What is the Bronze Age? 
Day Four: List three elements of a civilization. 

Open Class: Ask students what they had for breakfast. (List on an overhead.) Working in 
small groups, ask students to figure out where each item came from (i.e. toast from bread, 
bread from grain, eggs, butter, yeast). Direct students to list where each of these items are 
grown or found (i.e. wheat farms, dairy farms, grocery store). 

Ask students what they would eat for breakfast if there were no farms. Review vocabulary 
terms “hunter-gatherer,” “nomadic/nomad,” “agriculture.” Tie into Native Americans before 
the arrival of Europeans, and other societies in Africa and South America that still lead a 
hunter-gatherer existence. 

Activity: Early Pioneers in Ancient Mesopotamia 

•	 Say: Mesopotamia has been called the land between two rivers, the Fertile Crescent, 
and the cradle of Western civilization. Today, we’re going to find out why. 

•	 Hand out Early Pioneers in Ancient Mesopotamia. 
•	 Read and answer questions. 

Activity: Cause and Effect 

Evaluate the discovery of agriculture and its effect on civilization. 

Have students develop a three-step cause and effect chain starting with: People developed 
agriculture. 
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Example: 

Cause Effect 

People developed agriculture A steady supply of food was available

A steady supply of food was available Development of permanent housing 

Development of permanent housing Beginnings of government 

This should be taken directly from their readings and could include: domestication of 
animals, construction of irrigation ditches, development of religion, and many other 
innovations. You may choose to provide them with an opening cause statement, or you may 
direct them to select a statement from the reading. 

Have students evaluate the effects their opening cause statement had on civilization by 
assigning a value of excellent, good, fair, poor, bad. 

Have students pair up and compare their chains. (This work may be collected and checked.) 

Activity: The Bronze Age 

Class Discussion: Ask students if they have ever used a tool. Ask what type and what they 
did. Then ask how they could have done the job without that tool. Explain the Bronze Age to 
the students and describe bronze to them. 

Activity: From their reading, have students make a list of tools developed/invented by the 
Sumerians. Have students select from the list of tools mentioned and draw one. Then have 
them describe how that tool was used underneath their drawing. Collect this work and display 
on the wall. 

Activity: Elements of a Civilization 

Ask: What do you need to call a group a civilization? Think about a modern country in 
today’s Western civilization—the United States, for example. We, the people of the United 
States, who call ourselves Americans, speak what language? (English, Spanish, Chinese.) 
That’s right. Some immigrants, some of the people who came to this country, brought their 
language with them and still speak it. 

•	 But, what is the official language of the United States? (On the overhead or board, 
write: Common Language) 

•	 Do we have a system of record keeping, a way to write things down? (Write: A 
Written Language) 

•	 Do we have a central government? (Write: Government) 
•	 How about a calendar—do we have a concept of time? (Write: Calendar) 
•	 Do we have an organized military? (Write: Military Strength) 
•	 Do we use any technology? Cars, factories, machines, tools? (Write: Advanced 

Technological Skills) 
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•	 Do we express ourselves through art and architecture? (Art & Architecture) 
•	 Do most of us have an address, a place we live? Do we all live in one village or 
•	 do we have many villages? A large population? (Cities, Permanent Homes) 
•	 How about food? Can we feed our people? Do we know how to safely store food? Do 

we send food to other countries? (Agriculture, Agricultural Surplus) 
•	 How about religion? (Organized Religion, Religious Freedom) 

Ask: Does the United States qualify as a civilization? (Get answers. Do not agree or disagree.) 
Instead, say: In the world of civilized society, developing society, and advanced society, I 
think it’s safe to call the United States an advanced society. But, is it a civilization? (Yes.) 

Tap your list on the board or overhead projector. Ask: Are all elements of a civilization of 
equal importance? (No.) Do you need all of these elements to be called a civilization? (No.) 
What are the four most important elements of a civilization, would you guess? (Best answers: 
Agriculture, Government, Written Language, and Military Strength.) 

Ask: Based on our reading, was ancient Sumer a civilization? (Yes.) Say: We owe the 
civilizations of ancient Mesopotamia a lot! They gave us a great many things that have helped 
us to become a great civilization. 

Activity: Using Clues 

How do we know so much about these early people?
Make assumptions from clues 

Class Discussion: Descriptive Nicknames 

Say: One of Mesopotamia’s nicknames is “the land between two rivers.” Nicknames often 
describe a physical characteristic. You might call someone “Red” because he or she has 
red hair. You might nickname someone the opposite of what or who they are. How many of 
you know the story of Robin Hood? (Get a show of hands.) Robin nicknamed a friend of his 
“Little John” because John was really very big. Can you think of nicknames for a pet dog or 
cat? (Get some answers.) 

Say: Mesopotamia has many nicknames. It has been called 

•	 The Land Between Two Rivers 
•	 The Fertile Crescent 
•	 Cradle of Western Civilization 

Ask: Why would anyone call Mesopotamia “the land between two rivers”? (Get answer.) 

Ask: How about “the Fertile Crescent”? (Get some answers.) 
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Say: Why do we call ancient Mesopotamia “the Cradle of Western Civilization”? (Additional 
questions if needed might be: What is civilization? What is Western civilization? What is the 
function of a cradle?) 

Group Activity: Descriptive names for the United States 

•	 Direct students to move quickly into their groups. 
•	 Tell students they have six minutes to come up with a list of descriptive nicknames for 

their town (or their school). 
•	 Give them six minutes by the clock. 
•	 Have each group in turn share their results with the class. Make a list on 

the chalkboard. 

Piecing things together by using clues provided 

•	 Working in reverse, have each group create a quick map of their town using only the 
information from the list of nicknames on the chalkboard. 

•	 After all groups have presented their map, ask: Did we describe our town? What else 
can we guess about our town based on the information on the chalkboard? 

•	 Say: We have just done the job of an archaeologist. From scraps of information, we 
have been piecing a civilization together. 

Activity: Making a Mural 

•	 Each group will complete one section of a mural. 
•	 On small paper, sketch your ideas. 
•	 There will be 4–6 groups. Assign each group one section of the mural:

-- Religion—Ziggurat and people (Priests, etc.) 
-- Inventions—Sailboat, plow, etc.
-- Geography—Map 
-- Daily Life—People at work and play 
-- Additional sections might include Art and Architecture—Use textbook or 

other materials; Government—King with subjects or friends 
•	 On large paper, draw and color your mural 
•	 Leave mural on wall during your study of Mesopotamia to dress up your room. 

Close Class: As the ancient Sumerians might say: See ya at the Ziggurat! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Early Pioneers in Ancient Mesopotamia 

Nicknames:  
The Land Between Two Rivers  

The Fertile Crescent  
Cradle of Western Civilization 

Why would anyone wish to build a civilization in the middle of the desert in what is now 
lower Iraq? The answer: Because it was a wonderful place to live. 

Many thousands of years ago, early settlers began to build cities along the banks of the 
Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Natural wildlife and vegetation kept these early people fed while 
they began to build their new world. It was the end of the Stone Age, and the beginning of the 
Bronze Age, or the Age of Metallurgy and Writing! 

It did not rain much, but the early settlers soon learned that if you irrigated the land, crops 
grew quickly. They built canals to bring water to the land from the rivers. They planted 
wheat, barley, dates, cucumbers, onions, apples, spices, and more. They raised sheep, goats, 
and cows. They hunted wild game birds and other animals, and enjoyed fish, cheese, eggs, 
roasted duck, pork, and deer. They wove sturdy baskets from the weeds that grew along the 
riverbanks. They made such beautiful pottery from the wet soil that their pottery became a 
form of wealth. Pottery was traded for food, clothing, and jewelry. 

There may have been a small population of nomadic people in the area when these early 
settlers arrived. If so, the settlers quickly took over. They were real pioneers. They built 
permanent homes of sun-dried bricks made of mud and straw, and started a new life in the 
southern region of ancient Mesopotamia. 

The earliest people of Mesopotamia to develop a civilization are known as the Sumerians. 
About a thousand years later, the Babylonians took over in the south, and the Assyrians took 
over in the north, but the Sumerian culture lived on. 

The ancient Sumerians, these early pioneers, were very smart. They invented, amongst other 
things, the wheel, the sailboat, the first written language, frying pans, razors, cosmetic sets, 
shepherd’s pipes, harps, kilns to cook bricks and pottery, bronze hand tools like hammers and 
axes, the plow, the plow seeder, and the first superhero, Gilgamesh. 

They invented a system of mathematics based on the number 60. Today, we divide an hour 
into 60 minutes, and a minute into 60 seconds. That comes from the ancient Mesopotamians. 
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Some Mesopotamian words are still in use today. Words like crocus, which is a flower, and 
saffron, which is a spice, are words borrowed from the ancient Mesopotamians. 

Law held a special place in their civilization. In time, laws were written down, but there were 
always laws. The laws clearly said how you had to behave and what your punishment would 
be if you did not behave correctly. 

The ancient Mesopotamians created a government that was a combination of monarchy and 
local councils that advised the king. Elected officials who served in the Assembly also ruled 
the people. Even kings had to ask the Assembly for permission to do certain things. 

You can see why we say that these were extremely clever people. We owe them a lot! 

Questions: 

Name two things these early people invented. 

1.	

2.	

Mesopotamia is called the land between two rivers. What are the names of these rivers? 

1.	

2.	

Why was pottery a form of wealth? 

Why did archaeologists nickname ancient Mesopotamia “the Fertile Crescent”? 

What are some of the reasons we call ancient Mesopotamia “the Cradle of 
Western Civilization”? 
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Section Three:

Cylinder Seals, Ancient Sumer,  
and the Royal Tombs of Ur 

Time frame: 2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Cylinder Seals 
City-States of Sumer 
The Royal Tombs of Ur 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard
•	 An envelope that has been sealed with a wax seal 
•	 Prepare an overhead of some type of modern contract that has been signed 

and witnessed
•	 Some modeling clay with toothpicks or other items that might make an impression in 

the clay. Have enough modeling clay available so that all students may work with one 
piece, approximately the size of a small potato

•	 Some type of rubber stamp. (A name stamp would be excellent, but any stamp will work) 
•	 Overhead pictures or textbook examples of real cylinder seals
•	 Overhead: Map of Ancient Mesopotamia (unlabeled)
•	 Reproducibles:  

Ancient Sumer, City-States  
Map of Ancient Mesopotamia (unlabeled)  
Map of Ancient Mesopotamia (labeled) for teacher reference 

Daily Question: 
Day One: What is the definition of agriculture? 
Day Two: What was the purpose of a cylinder seal? 

Open Class: Ask students: Has anyone here ever received a letter or invitation that has 
been sealed with a wax seal? They aren’t very common today but occasionally you will still 
see one. This is what it looks like. (Show example.) Why would people use these wax seals? 
(Discuss privacy and the idea that seals showed if someone was opening the mail.) 

Class Activity: Cylinder Seals 

Using your rubber stamp, show how the stamp makes it easy to sign something many 
times very quickly. Instead of writing your name, you can just stamp it. (Open a very short 
discussion about how movie stars, sports stars, and important elected officials do this.) 

Demonstrate how modeling clay might be used in place of wax. 

Say: The ancient Mesopotamian used something that is a cross between what I just did and 
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the idea of a rubber stamp. It is called a cylinder seal. The cylinder seal is like a stamp that 
you roll across the clay. 

Show your class overhead examples of real ancient Mesopotamian cylinder seals (or refer to 
pictures of cylinder seals in your textbook if available). 

Say: Since most of these early people could not write, they signed contracts with their 
cylinder seal in place of their signature. 

Use the overhead to display a modern contract. (Point out the signatures of the people who 
signed the contract.) Say: Just as we do today, the ancient Mesopotamians required all 
contracts to be witnessed. (Point out the signatures of the witnesses on the overhead.) 

Say: When two people wanted to agree to something—the sale of a house, perhaps—a scribe, 
someone who could write, would be hired to write the contract. Then, both parties would sign 
it with their cylinder seals. And witnesses for both sides would also sign. The contract was 
now legal. 

Individual Activity: Create Your Own Cylinder Seal 

Have students design their own mark on paper. Then have them duplicate that mark on a 
piece of modeling clay. Have them put their signatures next to their mark in the clay, so that 
cylinder seals can be easily distributed back to each pertinent student, when needed. Put all 
cylinder seals aside to dry. 

Transition sentence: Say: The Sumerians quickly expanded their civilization. 

Activity: What is a city-state?

Hand out Ancient Sumer, City-States. 
Read and answer questions. 

Activity: Mapping Mesopotamia 

•	 Hand out Map of Mesopotamia (unlabeled)
•	 Using the overhead, work together as a class adding labels (Tigris River, Euphrates 

River, Zagros Mountains, and Sumer cities such as Ur and Uruk). To the north, have 
students draw mountains (Taurus Mountains). To the east, mark your maps with the 
word Desert (Syrian & Arabian Deserts). Our goal in this exercise is to emphasize 
that these early cities were built along the riverbanks, in the land between two rivers, 
and were protected by many natural barriers

•	 Have students color their maps

Close Class: That’s it for today. See you next time. 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Ancient Sumer City-States  

Sumer grew rapidly. Soon, there were hundreds of villages and towns, some with populations 
of only a few hundred, and some with populations of 30,000 or more. By the year 2500 BCE, 
the total population in ancient Sumer was more than half a million people. About four out of 
five of those people lived in the cities, making Sumer the world’s first urban culture. 

To protect themselves, small towns attached themselves to big cities. This created a system of 
city-states. People in ancient Sumer worshiped the same gods. They spoke the same language. 
They freely sailed up and down the rivers, trading goods. They hired each other. They made 
agreements with each other. They knew each other. Each city had its own royal family and its 
own military. 

The civilization of ancient Sumer was composed of 12 major city-states. 

Uruk: In these early days, towns were walled for additional protection. The city of Uruk, 
located on the Euphrates River side of the land between two rivers, controlled 76 nearby 
villages and was enclosed within a 4-mile long wall of brick. 

Ur: The capital of ancient Sumer was the city-state of Ur. Ur was also located on the 
Euphrates River to the south of Uruk. The river-trade kept the city well supplied with 
everything, including wealth. When the river changed its course, the city of Ur lost its wealth 
and its power. 

The Royal Tombs of Ur 

A great deal of what we know about the ancient Sumerian culture was only discovered 
recently. An archeologist named Sir Charles Leonard Woolley, while digging at the ancient 
Sumerian capital city of Ur, made a fabulous discovery. He discovered a huge gravesite with 
over 1400 bodies. There was no sign of a struggle. The graves contained ordinary items like 
pots and jugs, tools and trinkets. These discoveries told Woolley and his team a great deal 
about daily life in ancient Ur, but they did not explain why 1400 people would lay down and 
die in a grave. 

While Woolley and his team were exploring the grave, they discovered a collection of 
weapons made of precious gold and lapis lazuli. That was odd. Common people rarely owned 
such beautiful things. Then they noticed the floor. It was made of limestone. There was no 
limestone nearby, so the floor had to be specially created. 
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Upon closer inspection, it was discovered that it wasn’t a floor at all. It was a flat roof. When 
they dug through the roof they found the Royal Tombs of Ur—the graves of royalty. They 
found cylinder seals next to some of the bodies that helped to identify the royals by name. 
They found rings and necklaces and earrings and a headdress made of gold. They also found 
the bodies of soldiers and ladies in waiting. It appears that at least once in history, when 
royalty died, so did their attendants. 

This discovery, in 1922, told archaeologists a great deal about ancient Sumerian daily life. 

Questions: 

1.	 What city was the capital of the Sumerian civilization? 

2.	 What is a city-state? 

3.	 Why did towns band together under the leadership of a king? 

4.	 Who was Woolley? 

5.	 What was his discovery? 

6.	 Why was it important? 

7.	 What is a cylinder seal? 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Ancient Mesopotamia

Present Day
Turkey

Iran

Saudi
Arabia

Sudan

Find and label:

•	 City of Ur
•	 City of Uruk
•	 City of Babylon
•	 Tigris River
•	 Euphrates River
•	 Syrian Desert
•	 Arabian Desert
•	 Taurus Mountains
•	 Zagros Mountains
•	 Persian Gulf
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Labeled Map of Ancient Mesopotamia

Present Day
Turkey

Iran

Saudi
Arabia

Sudan

Ur

Uruk

Babylon

Euphrates River

Tigris River

Zagros Mountains

Taurus Mountains

Syrian Desert

Arabian Desert
Persian

Gulf
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Section Four:

Cuneiform 

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 
System of Writing 

Preparation: 
•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Overhead of actual cuneiform writing 
•	 Make cardboard or clay tablets (see Teacher Preparation: Making Cuneiform Tablets). 
•	 Reproducibles:  

What is Cuneiform?  
Translation Set (For Making Cuneiform Tablets)  
Cuneiform Translation Sheet of Famous People and Places 

Daily Question: Why is written language important? 

Open Class: Place an example of actual cuneiform writing on the overhead. 

Ask students: What do you think this says? 

Say: The ancient Sumerians traded up and down the rivers. They did not use money. They 
used a barter system. For example, in exchange for six chairs, you might give someone two 
goats and a bag of dates. You had to work out an agreement and make a deal for the things 
you bought. Tokens were made of clay and they were designed in unique ways. Each shape 
had a meaning. One shape might mean a fancy chair. Prior to loading the chairs onboard a 
ship for delivery, for example, tokens would be placed in a clay ball. The clay ball was then 
sealed and witnessed, and signed with cylinder seals. 

For example, if you had made six chairs for someone, you would put six chair tokens inside 
the clay ball. When the person who bought the chairs received their shipment, they opened 
the clay ball and counted the tokens to make sure everything had arrived as ordered. 
Deliveries, and the opening of the clay ball, were witnessed, so there was never a problem. 

Many historians believe that this system is what triggered the first written language, 
called cuneiform. 

Activity: What is Cuneiform? 

Reading from text about cuneiform, or hand out, What is Cuneiform? 
Read and answer the questions. 
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Activity: Translating Tablets 

Divide your students into small groups of 4–6 students per group. Assign or have them select 
a Moderator, a Recorder, and a Reporter. Have the Recorder list the members of the group on 
a separate sheet of paper and title this paper “translations.” 

Give each group Tablet #3 (clay or cardboard). Inform groups that their job for the day is to 
translate the clay tablet. After a minute or two, give the groups either Tablet #1 or Tablet #2. 
After about 5 minutes, give the groups the second source, so that each group has a complete 
set of Tablets (Tablets #1, #2, and #3). End this part of the activity after about 5 more minutes. 

Activity: Report and Comment 

Ask each group to report on their translations. After students have had a chance to report and 
comment, inform students that they were doing the same job as an archeologist. From bits 
and pieces, archeologists piece together languages. 

Activity: Famous People and Places Cuneiform Translation 

Hand out Cuneiform Translation Sheet of Famous People and Places. 

Have students translate the cuneiform writing on the front of their worksheet. Be sure to 
mention that this is “your” cuneiform writing, and not actual cuneiform, which is much more 
complicated. Discuss this activity. 

Writing Activity: 
Students will write a paragraph describing the advantages of having a written language. 
If you assign this as homework, direct students to use at least two sources and to include 
a bibliography. 

Close Class: That’s it for today. See you next time! 
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Teacher Preparation: Making Cuneiform Tablets 

Make tablets using the translation set provided in this book: Copy the translation set onto 
brown construction paper. Cut each tablet in various shapes. 

You will need one translation set for each group. 

Make cardboard tablets using your own translation set: If you wish to create your own 
message, use pieces of light brown or gray colored cardboard cut in odd shapes. Create 
Translation Sets using dark brown magic markers. 

Make your own translation set with a word processor: This Web site has free fonts, one of 
which is RK Ugaritic, which works well for school translation assignments with cuneiform. 
Simply download and type. To find the font, check in the same way you would switch fonts 
from Times Roman to Arial, for example. And there it will be. The author has asked for 
donations to keep his programs free. I would encourage you to send him a small monetary 
thank you. It’s a great program! You can find this program (hopefully) here:  
http://reinhold.kainhofer.com/rk_fonts/rkaf_ugaritic.html 
The download we suggest for PCs is rkaf1.zip. 

Make oven-baked clay tablets: Purchase some Sculpey (oven-baked clay) from an arts and 
crafts store. Separate the clay into approximately 6" x 6" tablets and flatten with hands or a 
rolling pin. Use something with a point (a knitting needle works well) to write a message in 
the clay. Bake in oven at 275 degrees for 30–45 minutes. 

Volume Needed: 

You will need to make three tablets for each “set.” Mark tablets #1, #2, and #3 respectively on 
the backs. The Translation Set in this book uses English, Spanish, and Cuneiform but you can 
create messages of your own using whatever language you choose. 

•	 Tablet #1: The same message written in three languages 
•	 Tablet #2: Another message written in the same three languages 
•	 Tablet #3: A message in cuneiform only 

If you have six groups, you will need to create 6 translation sets, or a total of 18 tablets. 

Activity Operation: 

Hand the groups Translation Tablet #3 first. Allow them to recognize that you can’t translate 
something without a reference point. Hand some groups tablet #2 and some tablet #1. Give 
them a few minutes. Hand each group the tablet they are missing to complete each set. 

FYI: Tablet #3 of the Translation Set included in this book says: My sister thought the seals 
were great. 
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Translation Set
Tablets #1, #2, and #3 in order

My mother took us to a great zoo.

Mi madre nos llevó a un gran parque zoológico.

______________________________________________________________________________

I liked the ape house best.

Tuve gusto de la casa del mono lo más mejor posible.

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

What is Cuneiform? 

The ancient Sumerians developed a written language called cuneiform. 

It began as pictographs, pictures of things that acted as words. Pictographs worked, but they 
were rather cumbersome. Soon, the clever ancient Sumerians started to use wedge-shaped 
symbols for objects and ideas instead of pictures. Today, we call this written language of 
wedge-shaped symbols cuneiform. 

We know a great deal about ancient Sumerian civilization from the written records they left 
behind in stone and clay. The ancient Sumerians kept excellent records and lists of things. 
They listed their household goods. They listed their court activity. They listed their sales and 
purchases. They even kept a list of their kings that was updated from time to time, as new 
kings came to power. 

One of the best things the ancient Sumerians wrote down was a great story called The Epic 
of Gilgamesh. The Epic of Gilgamesh is perhaps the oldest recorded story in the world. It 
tells about the adventures of a king of Uruk, one of the city-states in ancient Sumer. King 
Gilgamesh may actually have existed. His name is on the list of Sumerian kings, a list we 
know about because the ancient Sumerians wrote it down. 

Cuneiform became their written language from as early as 5000 BCE. As the civilization of 
Sumer started to decline, other civilizations continued to use the Sumerian written symbols. 
Thanks to the Sumerians, we know a great deal about the ancient Mesopotamian civilizations 
of Babylon and Assyria as well. 

Although cuneiform was used for many thousands of years, and many things have been 
discovered written in cuneiform, cuneiform is still not easy to read. That is because the shape 
of cuneiform letters, and the meanings of various cuneiform symbols, changed over time 
and varied by region. When archaeologists find ancient cuneiform script, they are always 
excited about it. But, they need time to translate it to discover if they have found a household 
list of repaired items, or a new poem or story. There is much yet to be discovered about 
these ancient people as archaeologists continue to translate the ancient written language 
of cuneiform.
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Questions: 

1.	 What are pictographs? 

2.	 What is cuneiform? 

3.	 What ancient civilization invented cuneiform? 

4.	 What types of things did these ancient people write down? 

5.	 Why do archaeologists need time to translate cuneiform? 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Cuneiform Translation Sheet of Famous People and Places

a:  b:  c:  d:  e:  f: 

g:  h:  i:  j:  k:  l:  m:  n: 

o:  p:  q:  r:  s:  t:  u:  v: 

w:  x:  y:  z: 

Your job is to translate this ancient language to discover some famous people and places in 
ancient Mesopotamia. Good luck!
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Section Five:

Gilgamesh, the First Superhero

Time frame: 3 class periods (55 minutes each) 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Superhero comic book (for the teacher to read; see “Open Class”) 
•	 Examples of comic strips from newspapers 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Background, Epic of Gilgamesh  
A Very Abbreviated and Loosely Based Version of the Epic of Gilgamesh 

Daily Question: What is cuneiform? 

Open Class: Say: Please write down and answer the daily question. 

While students are settling down and answering the daily question, sit in front of the 
classroom and read a comic book (some type of superhero comic book). When a student 
points out that you are reading a comic book, ask: Why is it that people read comics? 

Class Discussion: Have a short discussion about superheroes. 

Close discussion, by saying: Today we are going to learn about the first superhero, a king 
named Gilgamesh. 

Activity: Background Epic of Gilgamesh 

Read the handout Background Epic of Gilgamesh to your class. 
Read the questions. Wait for answers. 

Activity: The Epic of Gilgamesh

•	 Hand out: A Very Abbreviated and Loosely Based Version of the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

•	 Ask: What does “abbreviated” mean? (Get answers. Have a student look up the 
definition in the dictionary.) 

•	 Say: There is no narrator character in this short version of The Epic of Gilgamesh 
because this story has been abbreviated, or shortened, from its original form. 

•	 Ask: What does “loosely based” mean? (Get answers.) 
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•	 Say: That’s right. Parts have been changed as well. This is a very abbreviated and 
loosely based version of the very long, very old Epic of Gilgamesh. 

•	 Read the story. 

•	 Ask students the question asked in the last line of this story. (Why was that, I 
wonder?) Get answers. 

Small Group Activity: Create a comic strip 

•	 Hand each group copies or actual comic strips from the newspaper or various 
newspapers to use as examples and guides

•	 Direct students, in groups of 2 or 3, to design, draw, and illustrate with dialogue, a 3- 
or 4-picture comic strip using one of the Gilgamesh adventures in the story just read 
as a basis

•	 Each small group will present their comic strips to the class. They must explain the 
story section in their comic strip, and point out in the handout (A Very Abbreviated 
and Loosely Based Version of the Epic of Gilgamesh) where they found the 
information on which they based their comic strip

Close Class: That’s all the time we have today! See ya at the Ziggurat! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Background: The Epic of Gilgamesh 

One of the great cities in ancient Sumer was the city of Uruk. Legend says that once upon 
a time, on the banks of the Euphrates, in the great city of Uruk, there lived a king named 
Gilgamesh. In fact, a king named Gilgamesh may actually have existed. His name is on the 
Sumerian King List. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh is a story about King Gilgamesh. It was written thousands of years 
ago. The Epic of Gilgamesh is a story that recounts the many adventures that our hero, 
Gilgamesh, experienced in his search for everlasting life. 

The story opens with an unnamed narrator who states, “I will proclaim to the world the 
deeds of Gilgamesh.” The narrator introduces himself before he introduces the hero, King 
Gilgamesh of Uruk, and by doing so, welcomes us into the story. 

The narrator explains that after Gilgamesh returned from his journey, and after he had 
rested, Gilgamesh engraved the whole story of his adventures on a clay tablet. It is that story, 
Gilgamesh’s own story, which the narrator is sharing with us in The Epic of Gilgamesh. 

It’s important to know that the ancient Sumerians believed in many, many gods. They 
believed in super powerful gods, like the god of the sky and the god of the sea. They also 
believed in little tiny gods, like the household god who watched over the broom in their 
house, or the god in the tree out back who watched over that particular tree. Each of these 
magical creatures had powers. They did not all have the same special powers, but they were 
each magical in their own special way. These various magical creatures did have something 
in common. They were immortal, which means they could live forever. 

The narrator is quick to tell us that the king of Uruk, the great king Gilgamesh, was two-
thirds god and one-third man. Because of this, Gilgamesh was far more beautiful and far 
more courageous than a common person. Gilgamesh was not just a hero; he was the first 
superhero! Yet, according to this story, he was also mortal, which might explain why he 
was determined to find the key to everlasting life—so he could live forever like the rest of 
the gods. 
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Questions: 

1.	 What is a narrator? 

2.	 Is the narrator a character in the Epic of Gilgamesh? 

3.	 In the story, the Epic of Gilgamesh, why was Gilgamesh so determined to find the key 
to everlasting life? 

4.	 Is it possible that there might have been a king of Uruk named Gilgamesh? 

5.	 Is it possible that the adventures recounted in this story really happened? 

6.	 What is a story called that includes mythical gods and goddesses as characters? (A 
clue to the answer is in this question.) 
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A Very Abbreviated and Loosely Based Version of  
the Epic of Gilgamesh 

Gilgamesh was the King of Uruk. He didn’t care about his people. He only cared about 
himself. And nobody could do anything about it because, not only was he a king, and not 
only was he the biggest, bawdiest guy in all of ancient Mesopotamia, but he was also two-
thirds god and one-third mortal. He was strong enough to pick up mountains. He was fast 
enough to dive down to the deepest point in the ocean and back again in one breath. But he 
couldn’t fly. And he couldn’t live forever. It was that “couldn’t live forever” part that really 
got his camel. After all, wasn’t he a god? Well, two-thirds of a god.

Maybe it was that, but for whatever reason, Gilgamesh was nearly always very cranky. He 
was also very bored. He had run out of cities to conquer. All the monsters ran away the 
minute they heard he was coming. Basically, he had nothing to do excect mope about and 
scare his subjects silly with his tempers and tantrums and his bawdy bad ways. 

The gods looked down and decided that Gilgamesh needed a challenge. They created a really 
wild man, who was stronger and faster than Gilgamesh, and named him Enkidu. The gods 
sent Enkidu down to earth to cut Gilgamesh down to size. Enkidu went roaring into the city 
of Uruk, where Gilgamesh had his palace. 

Gilgamesh perked up immediately. The two men/gods roared and wrestled and bit and 
scratched but neither could beat the other. They started laughing, and they became the very 
best of friends. Since there was nothing much to do around town, the citizens of Uruk were 
most relieved when they heard that the two god/men had gone off to the forbidden forest, 
looking for monsters to battle. This was very good news, everyone agreed.

The forest was forbidden because it was guarded by the evil demon Humbaba. The most evil 
thing he did was to make fun of people, which hurt peoples’ feelings. Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
tried to hide when they spotted Humbaba, but his teasing made them so mad that they came 
out of hiding and ran full tilt into him. Surprised by the attack, Humbaba fell over. Gilgamesh 
raised his sword to cut off Humbaba’s head, but he wasn’t quick enough. Before he could kill the 
evil demon, the demon put a curse on Enkidu. Shortly thereafter, Enkidu became sick and died. 

Gilgamesh was incredibly sad. Enkidu was the first best friend he ever had. Gilgamesh sat in 
the forbidden forest and drank from the forbidden stream and thought things over. Gilgamesh 
had heard stories of the incredible plant of everlasting life. He had heard that the plant grew 
in the darkest regions of the universe. He decided it was time to find this special plant. He 
started walking. 
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After 40 days and 40 nights, Gilgamesh came to a pass in the mountains. Two huge, giant, 
extremely big demon scorpions guarded the pass. 

“Go back, little man,” sneered the twin demon scorpions. 

“Do you know who I am?” thundered Gilgamesh. “I am Gilgamesh the GOD. Get out of my 
way, you stupid bugs,” he snarled. 

The demons knew the name of Gilgamesh. Some of the monsters that had limped through the 
pass told awful tales of the horrible Gilgamesh, pointing to a missing tail here and a ripped 
out claw there. Gilgamesh! With a pop, the scorpions disappeared. 

Gilgamesh crossed through the pass, and entered the kingdom on the other side. In the 
distance, he saw a beautiful palace. Near the palace was a rather large boat. The boat was 
tilted to one side, flat on the ground. There was no town, no river, no sea; there was not even 
a moat. There was only a boat and a palace. The King and Queen who lived in the palace 
seemed very nice. They invited him to stay the night. Gilgamesh accepted. 

Over dinner, the Queen asked Gilgamesh if he was having a nice trip, as she assumed he was 
out and about, visiting lands near his own kingdom of Uruk. Gilgamesh sighed. He told the 
King and Queen about the forbidden forest and his friend Enkidu. 

“That’s so sad,” sighed the Queen sadly. 

“I happened to notice your boat,” said Gilgamesh, mostly to change the subject. 

“My boat!” beamed the King. “Isn’t she a beauty? I built it after the gods warned me about the 
flood. I loaded the boat with every kind of plant and animal. When the rains came, I loaded my 
family as well. For six days and six nights, rain poured down. It rained so hard that my boat was 
soon afloat. On the seventh day, it finally stopped raining. My boat was afloat on a vast ocean 
of water. When the sun came out, I sent a swallow to see if she could spot land. But she found 
nothing. The next day, I sent a dove. On the third day, I sent a raven. And on the fourth day, 
my boat slowly settled down right where you see it today! In those days, it was still floating. 
It took a few days for the water to ease away. On that day, we opened the hatches and all the 
animals and all my family walked off the boat. We built this palace, and scattered the seeds to 
the winds. And that’s how the world began for the second time. We did it! My Queen and I.” 

Gilgamesh shook his head in wonder. The King’s accomplishments made his own seem very 
small and unimportant. It occurred to him that if anyone knew where the plant of eternal life 
might be found, this would be the person to ask. 

The King hesitated. He did know, but did he wish to tell this brash young man? This would 
take thought. 

Gilgamesh thanked his hosts for a most delicious dinner and took himself to bed. He was so 
tired after his long walk that he slept for six days and six nights. While he slept, the Queen 
convinced her husband to tell Gilgamesh the secret of everlasting life. 
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“He seems like a good boy,” said the Queen. “And he just lost his best friend. And he’s 
traveled so far. And he did listen to your boat story without interrupting once.” 

“That’s true,” nodded the King. “That was very polite of him.” 

Which just goes to show that good manners do pay off. When Gilgamesh finally woke from 
his nap, and after a huge delicious breakfast of mounds and mounds of pancakes, the King 
told Gilgamesh how to find the plant of everlasting life. 

“You have to dive into the deepest part of the ocean,” the King said. “Then, you have to 
defeat the giant octopus and cut one branch only from the tree of life.” 

Gilgamesh was excited. He could do that. He could dive to the deepest part of the ocean on 
one breath. In fact, he knew right where the giant octopus hung out. He usually avoided that 
part of the ocean. He liked to battle monsters, but he needed air to do it well. 

Gilgamesh set off that very day, back towards home and the ocean. Once there, he grabbed 
some heavy rocks and dove to the bottom of the sea. Gilgamesh quickly hit the octopus with 
the rocks he carried. While the octopus was stunned, Gilgamesh quickly broke off one branch 
from the tree of life, and shot towards the surface of the sea. 

He swam to shore. He was going to eat his plant right away. Then he thought he might hurry 
into town, waving his prize. Then he decided what he really wanted to do was throw a huge 
party, apologize to the town for his hideous behavior in the past, promise the change, and 
then eat the tree of life and live forever! 

Happily, he curled up, hugging his branch, and fell asleep. While he was sleeping, the gods 
sent a snake to steal the branch. Only true gods could live forever. Gods that were only two-
thirds gods simply did not qualify. The snake crawled quietly up to Gilgamesh and ate the 
plant! That was not what he was supposed to do. In anger, the gods punished the snake by 
making it crawl on its belly forever. 

As for Gilgamesh, when he woke up and found the plant gone, he wasn’t worried. He knew he 
could dive down and get another branch whenever he wanted. He headed for town, wanting 
only a warm bath and a great dinner. 

Gilgamesh lived a full rich life. He became a model King. All his people loved him. But 
he never seemed to find time to dive back down and get another branch from the plant of 
everlasting life. Why was that, I wonder? 

Question: 

Answer the question asked in the last sentence. Justify your answer. 
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Section Six:

Daily Life in Ancient Sumer 

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 
Respect for Teachers 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard
•	 The cooperation of one of your students and an administrator 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Daily Life in Ancient Sumer 

Daily Question: No daily question today. Instead have written on the overhead or 
chalkboard the following alarming statement: “Important announcement. Please take your 
seats quickly and quietly.” 

Open Class: Daily life introduction, Respect for Teachers 

You will need the cooperation of one of your students and an administrator. Ask one of your 
early arrivals to assist you. Take them aside and explain what you are going to do. Tell them 
that when you announce the new rules they are to stand up and say something like “That’s 
garbage.” You will send them out of the room to see an administrator. (This works best if you 
can get an administrator to be right outside your room.) They will go to the administrator 
carrying a note from you. If the administrator is outside your room have the administrator 
slap the wall and have the child yell like they are being hit. 

Activity: Surprise Simulation 

•	 When students come in and get seated announce to the class: “Due to the misbehavior 
of students, the school board decided on some new rules today. Any student who 
misbehaves will be sent to an administrator to be punished.” 

•	 At this point your assistant will make her/his announcement. You will hand 
them a prewritten note to take to the administrator. If the administrator is right 
outside, wait until the sound of the punishment is heard and then continue with 
your announcement. 

•	 Say: “In addition, all teachers will be addressed as Honorable Teacher, and students 
must stand up when speaking. Finally any student who does not do assigned work will 
be sent to an administrator for punishment. Are there any questions?” 

•	 Allow enough time for a short discussion of the rules. During this discussion insist 
that students address you as “Honorable Teacher” and stand up when speaking. 
Hopefully by this time your wayward student will have returned. 
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•	 Get students’ attention and announce: “The preceding announcement and actions have 
been a simulation of how students in Mesopotamia were treated. We have not actually 
changed the rules, so you can breathe easier now.” 

•	 If you can pull it off, have the class continue to address you as “Honorable Teacher” 
throughout the rest of the class. 

Activity: Daily life 

Hand out Daily Life in Ancient Sumer. 
Read and answer the questions. 

Individual Activity: Contracts and Cylinder Seals 

•	 Remind students what a contract is. 

•	 Remind students that one of the reasons we know so much about ancient 
Mesopotamia is because these early people actually wrote contracts, using cuneiform 
as their written language. These contracts tell us a lot about daily life. 

•	 Have students write out a contract between themselves and the class/teacher about 
something they will do today. 

•	 Have them print it neatly. 

•	 Hand out the cylinder seals that students made earlier in the unit (or have each student 
retrieve his/her own seal from the display area or shelf). 

•	 Have them stamp (ink pad required) or roll their cylinder seal across the contract and 
sign with their name. 

•	 Have one or two other students also stamp the contract as a witness. 

•	 Have the class discuss a suitable punishment for the people who break their contract. 

•	 Conclude activity with something like: I most certainly hope you each choose to 
honor your contract, because, well… you’ll find out. 

Close Class: That’s it for today. See ya at the Ziggurat! 
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Daily Life in Ancient Sumer 

Ancient Sumer was a bustling place. The cities were built along the Tigris and the Euphrates 
Rivers. Long docks were built along the sides of the rivers so that ships could easily dock and 
unload the goods they had to trade. Ships brought food, drinks, clothes, jewelry, wine, and 
other goods up and down the rivers. Banquets were held with music and dancing. Poets would 
recite verses about great kingly deeds. Golden cups filled with sweet delicious date wine 
would be lifted in toasts to their host. 

Art: The Sumerians were wonderful craftsmen. They made jewelry of precious gold and 
lapis lazuli, fancy chairs, and unglazed vases that kept water cool. They were not very 
good at sculptures because their artists did not have stone with which to work. But they 
made beautiful things with the materials on hand. One of the things they did very well was 
to create colorful mosaics in intricate and beautiful patterns using little pieces of painted 
clay. Archaeologists have found remains of their mosaics, helmets, harps, jewelry, pottery, 
decorated tablets and cylinder seals. 

Religion: The ancient Sumerians believed in many, many gods. They believed that 
everything that happened to them—good and bad—was the result of a god’s pleasure or 
displeasure. Their daily life was spent seeking ways to please and appease their gods. 

Ziggurats: Ziggurats were temples. The Sumerians believed that powerful gods lived in the 
sky. They built huge structures, called ziggurats, with steps climbing up to the top. Religious 
ceremonies were held at the very top. People left offerings of food and wine. The priests 
enjoyed these offerings, as the gods could not eat for themselves. 

The Ziggurat was built in the center of town. It was also the center of daily life. Except for 
festivals, which, for the most part, were gloomy things, the Ziggurat courtyard was gay and 
lively. You might see an artist painting, a boy racing by on his way to school, or someone 
milking a cow, or making a basket. From the top of the Ziggurat, you could see the protective 
wall built about the entire town, and over the wall to the farmlands beyond. 

Education: The ancient Sumerians believed in education. Record keeping was very 
important to them. They wrote everything down. They wanted their sons to learn how to read 
and write. Public education probably began with the Sumerians. 

Schools were attached to temples. Only boys went to school. Teachers were very strict. 
Students had to do a perfect job, or they were punished. Most students wanted to go to school. 
Someone who could read and write could always find a good job. 
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Classes of People: There were four main classes of people in ancient Sumer—the priests, 
the upper class, the lower class, and the slaves. 

The Priests: The priests were powerful. They were in charge of making sure everyone 
behaved in a way that would make the gods happy. They were the doctors of the time. If you 
were sick, you called for a priest. There is a written record of two priests, by the bed of a sick 
boy, dressed to look like fish to better speak with the water god. (This author does not know 
why the priests wanted to talk to the water god. Perhaps the boy became sick in the water or 
from drinking the water.) 

The Upper Class: Men and women wore jewelry, especially rings. Men wore skirts and had 
long hair, curly moustaches, and long beards. Women wore dresses, off one shoulder. They 
had long hair, which they braided or wore up in fancy arrangements. It was easy to tell who 
were the priests. The priests shaved their heads. Everyone wore cloaks made from sheep wool 
to keep warm in winter. 

Homes: The rich lived in large homes, and the poor lived in small homes. Most homes were 
clustered around the Ziggurat and each other. Most houses shared walls, like townhouses 
do today. There was little wood and stone available for building materials. People built their 
homes of sun-dried brick. Doors led into a small family courtyard. Stairs led up to the second 
floor, and then to the roof. The roofs were flat. People cooked and slept on their roofs, when 
weather permitted. As the cities grew, there were rich sections of town and poorer sections of 
town, but all families had a home of their own. 

The Lower Class: In ancient Sumer, people were paid for their work. If they ran a shop or 
worked in the fields, they were paid for their goods or labor. Stealing was a serious crime 
and punishment was severe. Everybody paid, even the king. Although the lower class did not 
have the luxurious lifestyle of the rich, they were comfortable. They worked very hard, but 
they had homes. They wore jewelry, although perhaps it was not made of gold. They followed 
the clothing fashions of the time as much as possible. There was no law that said they could 
not move up the social scale, or more likely, have their children move up the social scale by 
becoming a scribe, or a priest or priestess. 

The Slaves: When the Sumerians conquered another town, they brought prisoners back 
with them to act as slaves. Slaves worked for the king, the temple and the wealthy. Slaves 
were bought and sold. Records have been found recording the amount paid for a slave. 
Typically, a slave bought at auction cost less than a donkey but more than a cow. 

Women: Women could freely go to the marketplace, buy and sell goods, handle legal issues, 
own property, and start their own business. Upper class women, like members of the royal 
family and those who gave their life to the temple as priestesses, could learn how to read 
and write. Some women even had jobs running parts of the town or jobs in city government. 
There were many female goddesses. Some cities selected a goddess rather than a god as their 
patron. Women were not equal to men, but they did have rights. 
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Questions: 

1.	 What was the most important building in each Sumerian town? 

2.	 Why was it important? 

3.	 Why were the priests powerful? 

4.	 Name three things women could do in ancient Sumer. 
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Section Seven:

Mesopotamian Gods and Goddesses 

Time frame: 2–3 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Babylonian Creation Myth 
Create Your Own Myth 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Ancient Babylonian Creation Story  
Magical Myths 

Daily Questions: 
•	 Day One: What is a cylinder seal? 
•	 Day Two: What is a creation story? 
•	 Day Three: What is the definition of natural phenomena? 

Open Class: Turn off the classroom lights. Have the students get comfortable. 

Tell the students: Imagine it is a dark, cloudy night. It is raining. You can’t see the moon 
or the stars, when suddenly a lightning bolt explodes the tree a little ways down the street. 
How do you feel? Now imagine you don’t have the benefit of the science that we have and 
you don’t know what caused the lightning bolt. What might have caused it? If you lived in 
ancient Mesopotamia you would probably think that some force greater than man had done 
it. You might call this force a god. The Mesopotamians had gods for everything. If you got 
sick, one of the gods was mad at you. If your door stuck and was hard to open, maybe you 
weren’t paying enough attention to the gods. If two fields were side by side and one was 
growing with tall thick crops and the other full of weeds, then the gods favored the one and 
disliked the other. You couldn’t see the gods (at least normal people couldn’t), but the ancient 
Mesopotamian people believed that the gods ruled every aspect of their lives. 

The gods were unpredictable. You never knew what the gods might do. Thus, it was the 
responsibility of every individual to do everything they could at all times to keep the gods 
happy. Kings were not gods. Kings were mortals, just like the common man. In this, at least, 
all men were equal in ancient Mesopotamia. All men, including the king, were supposed to 
spend their time appeasing the gods. 

Introduce Government: The Assembly (Council of Elders) 

Say: Since the king was just as eager and just as responsible for keeping the gods happy 
as the common people, it made sense to these early people to elect a council of wise men 
that you could check with to make sure that what you were planning to do would not anger 
the gods. 
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The king sought approval for his actions from this assembly, just like everyone else. The 
assembly might say to a king, “No king, you can’t do that. That would anger the gods,” and 
the king would listen. 

Everybody had to work together to keep the gods happy; that’s how things were in ancient 
Mesopotamia. As a government by assembly can be a form of democracy, because of their 
religion, the ancient Mesopotamians practiced an early form of democracy. 

Even the gods had to seek the approval of the assembly. The gods didn’t actually appear 
in front of the assembly in person (and wouldn’t that be a neat trick!) but the assembly did 
discuss how the gods should behave and arrange themselves in the heavens—who could 
marry whom and who had what job, that type of thing—and that’s how it was. 

Activity: Ancient Babylonian Creation Story 

•	 Tell the students: The ancient Mesopotamians used stories about their gods to 
explain natural phenomena, for example, the seasons. What makes winter go away 
and spring arrive each year? These ancient people had an answer for that question. 
There were many creation stories, but one of my favorites comes to us from the city of 
Babylon, one of many city-states in ancient Mesopotamia. 

•	 Hand out Ancient Babylonian Creation Story. 

•	 Say: This story was created around 1500 BCE. That means it’s about 3,500 years old! 
That makes it a very old story. 

•	 Read and discuss. The question section asks: How would this story be different if Ea 
was all-powerful? Once they have had a chance to answer that question, ask them how 
the story might change if Marduk was all-powerful. Then ask what would happen if 
all the gods were all-powerful. (It would not be much of a story if each god had all 
possible powers.) Part of the delight of myths is discovering the creative ways that 
gods use the powers they have, and how they come up with ideas to defeat gods who 
have powers they do not. 

Group Activity: Write your own myth 

•	 Ask: What is a myth? (Get some answers.) 

Say: A myth is a story that tries to explain natural phenomena, like: Where did 
we come from? Why do we have seasons? Why is the sky filled with thunder and 
lightening? To explain these mystifying things, ancient people often attributed these 
happenings to the supernatural powers of ancient gods and goddesses.

•	 Direct groups to write their own myth. Give students clear instructions on how to 
write a myth. Hand out Magical Myths or create an instruction sheet of your own. 
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•	 Allow students time to create their stories. 

•	 Have each group read their myths aloud to the class. 

Close Class: May the mighty Marduk, chief of all the ancient Mesopotamian gods, send 
your sleep the sounds of sheep. 
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Ancient Babylonian Creation Story 

The Problem: Once upon a time, a long time ago, the gods in the heavens wanted to rid 
themselves of the evil goddess Tiamat. Although every good god agreed that this was a great 
plan, no one wished to battle the evil goddess Tiamat, as she was very powerful. 

The Good Guys: In desperation, Ea, the wise water god, decided that Marduk had the best 
chance of defeating the evil goddess. True, Marduk was young, but he had many powerful 
skills and was extremely quick witted. Ea asked Marduk if he would be willing to challenge 
the evil goddess Tiamat on behalf of all the good gods. 

Marduk’s Terms: Marduk knew that if he took the job, he would have quite a fight on his 
hands. Marduk thought it over. He told Ea he would try to conquer evil if the good gods 
agreed to his terms. The good gods had to promise to reward Marduk with the permanent 
position of “chief of thegods” if he battled the evil goddess Tiamat and won. 

Ea’s Tricky Plan: Ea knew he could not make such a deal on his own. Something of such 
importance would need the approval of the entire Assembly of the Gods. Ea was pretty sure 
that a lot of the gods would not be happy about this, especially the older ones who typically 
teamed up so that their collective vote quite often ruled the day. 

Ea decided to throw a banquet and invite the entire Assembly to the party. He really went 
all out to lull the gods into a peaceful and happy state. Ea had his servants serve mounds of 
pancakes, a most favorite and sought after food in ancient Mesopotamia. He ordered that 
many huge vases, brimming with delicious date wine, be placed on the floor around the 
banquet table. Each god was given a tube (somewhat like a very long straw) to use to drink 
from the vases of wine. He had musicians play soft music on their pipes, accompanied by the 
bleating of live sheep, which was thought to be a most restful sound. 

The combination of pancakes, date wine, and the bleating of sheep put all the good gods in 
such a great mood that the entire Assembly agreed to Marduk’s terms. Besides, the gods 
really did not think the boy had a chance. 

The Battle: Marduk armed himself with a bow and several arrows, a thunderous club, a net 
of storms, and a saw-toothed lightning dagger. He went in search of Tiamat. 
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Rolling his thunder and storms before him, Marduk fought one monster after another that the 
evil goddess Tiamat kept creating and throwing in his way. Each time he killed a monster, 
he moved closer to the evil goddess Tiamat. One day, he got close enough to catch her in his 
nets! Tiamat howled with fury. Before she could conjure yet another monster, Marduk shot an 
arrow down her howling throat, and killed her! 

The mighty Marduk took his club and split Tiamat’s body in half. He placed half of her body 
in the sky and made the heavens. He posted guards to make sure she did not escape and gave 
them twinkling lights to show that all was well. He created the moon to guard the heavens, 
and set it moving back and forth, on endless patrol. With the other half of Tiamat’s body 
he made the land. From both her eyes, he set rivers flowing—the Tigris and the Euphrates. 
He planted fields of grain and vegetables, and blessed the land with rain, cows, forests, 
and orchards. 

Marduk told the gods who had supported Tiamat that they had to work the fields and tend the 
canals as punishment. These gods soon complained of all the work they had to do. They burnt 
their spades and baskets in protest. Marduk, with an eye on the future, promised that if they 
agreed to recognize Marduk for all time as the chief of all the gods, he would release them 
and find others to do the work in their place. That’s how humans were first put upon the earth. 
Marduk created humans to do the work, to till and hoe, to tend the canals and animals, and to 
worship all the gods at festivals. 

Chief of the Assembly of Gods: Impressed by his actions, as promised, the gods awarded 
Marduk with the permanent position of first chief, leader of the Assembly of all the gods. To 
this day, Marduk’s symbol is the saw-toothed lightning dagger that he holds in his belt, his 
trusty weapon that still helps him keep order in the heavens. 

Discussion Question: 

Statement: The truly interesting thing about this creation myth is not how consent was 
obtained from the Assembly, but rather that consent was necessary, even among the gods. 

Question: How would this story have been different if Ea was all-powerful and did not have 
to get permission? 

Extra Credit: The Ring and the Rod 

Marduk (chief of all the gods) has two symbols—his trusty saw-toothed lightning dagger, and 
the ring and the rod. What is “the ring and the rod,” and what does it symbolize? 
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Magical Myths 

First, choose one of the following natural phenomena: 

•	 Why pine trees have needles and not leaves 

•	 Why pure water is see-through (transparent) 

•	 Why elephants have really long noses (trunks) 

•	 Why snakes don’t have feet 

Then, select: 

1.	 A hero god or goddess 

2.	 A problem 

3.	 A friend for your god 

Finally, give your god or goddess one or two supernatural abilities that will help that god or 
goddess to do their job well, like being able to see in the dark or never sleeping. But don’t 
make your god or goddess all-powerful like Superman. 
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Section Eight:

Babylon

Time frame: 2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Civilization of Babylonia 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

The Ancient City of Babylon  
Hello, and Welcome to Babylon! 

Daily Question: Was Sumer a city or a civilization? Justify your answer in one 
grammatically correct sentence. 

Open Class: As the power of the Sumerian civilization began to fade, the power of the 
city-state, Babylon, began to grow. In time, Babylon replaced Sumer as the civilization in 
the southern region of Mesopotamia. There were other, smaller civilizations in the northern 
region, but Babylon was the prize. Babylon was the big town, a thriving city on the banks of 
the Euphrates River. In short order, Babylon had conquered the smaller towns in southern 
Mesopotamia, and called itself Babylonia. Babylon was the capital. A Babylonian named 
Hammurabi, who was a wise and fair king, established the capital. 

Legend says he was very good looking, and all his people loved him. 

Activity: The Ancient City of Babylon 

•	 Hand out The Ancient City of Babylon
•	 Read and answer the questions

Group Activity: Create an Advertising Campaign 

•	 Hand out: Hello, and Welcome to Babylon! 
•	 Instructions for this activity are on the handout
•	 If your students do not move into their groups and begin working, direct them to do so

Class Activity: Presentation and Display 

•	 Have each group present their travel poster display to the class
•	 Post all displays on the walls

Close Class: May the mighty Marduk watch over you.
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The Ancient City of Babylon 

As the civilization of Sumer weakened, in its place, the Babylonians took over. King 
Hammurabi declared Babylon to be the capital of Babylonia. The Babylonians had a different 
language than the Sumerians, but they believed in most of the same gods. To the Sumerians, 
Marduk was an important god. To the Babylonians, Marduk was the most important god of all. 

In ancient times, it was the custom for each city to select one god as their special patron. It 
will probably come as no surprise to you to discover that the special patron god selected by 
King Hammurabi for his capital city of Babylon was the one and only Marduk, chief of all the 
gods. Since the city was built in honor of Marduk, it had to be the best city in the world. And 
indeed, it probably was. 

3,500 years ago, ancient Babylon was quite a place! It was a massive walled city, with 
a network of canals and vivid green crops. There was much to buy, like fresh fruits and 
vegetables, baked breads and cheese, warm coats, gold jewelry and date wine. Inside the 
walls, life teemed. 

Homes: Many of the houses were designed with three stories of living space, with flat roofs 
overhead. Even the very poor, who lived in tiny townhouses, typically had three levels of 
living space. The courtyard, or first floor, in each house was very important. Behind the front 
door, a visitor might find a tiny garden and domesticated animals such as chickens. 

Rooftops were also important. People had easy access to their roofs from inside their homes. 
Roofs were flat for a reason. Flat roofs provided a fourth living space. Much of their life was 
spent on the roof. They cooked and slept on their roofs. Remember— Babylon was a walled city. 
These roofs were inside the city walls. Some of the fancier roofs were designed with four walls 
for privacy, and some had grape arbors that provided food, privacy, and shelter from the sun. 

Inside the walled city, the streets in ancient Babylon were very narrow. Most streets were 
unpaved. Streets or alleyways provided access to everyone’s front door. The streets also served 
as a garbage dump. People simply threw their trash out the door. On occasion, the city covered 
the streets with a new layer of clay. This buried the trash, but made the level of the street 
higher. It soon became necessary to build steps down to your front door. Most people filled in 
the area between the road and their door, and if needed, punched in a new door, and built up. 

Babylon was a sight. Even from a distance, Babylon was an impressive place. Visitors could 
see the top of the 300-ft. high ziggurat or temple tower in the city’s center long before they 
reached the huge city gates. 
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Procession Avenue and the Ishtar Gates: One of the most impressive sites was the 
avenue that led into the city. This avenue was called Procession Street (or Procession Avenue). 
Huge pacing brick animals were positioned along both sides of the avenue as decoration. 
The avenue passed under the elaborate Ishtar Gates, which were designed with dragons and 
bulls in honor of Marduk. While most mythical dragons have wings, Marduk’s dragon was 
wingless. (It looked somewhat like a huge dragon dog.) 

Festival of the New Year/The Annual Procession of the Gods: Each New Year, 
during the New Year Festival, statues of the gods were paraded along Processional Avenue. 
The statue of Marduk, Chief of all the Gods, led the parade, attended by his caretaker priests. 
Next in line was Marduk’s goddess wife (statue) attended by her caretaker priests. The third 
statue in the parade featured the sun god Shamash. More statues followed, in a seemingly 
endless procession of gods and goddesses, each attended by their respective caretaker priests. 

When the parade reached the Euphrates River, each statue was carefully placed into a waiting 
boat, one statue per boat. As they were loaded, the boats sailed or were rowed in a continuing 
parade towards the Garden Temple. 

When the boats landed at the Garden Temple, each statue was transferred to a waiting 
chariot, one statue per chariot, and the procession continued. At the end of procession, the 
statues were returned to their temples. 

Each major city in ancient Babylonia celebrated the festival of the New Year in much the 
same way. But many people braved the terrors of travel to visit the capital city Babylon at 
festival time because they so wanted to see this famous annual procession. 

Hanging Gardens: One of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world, the Hanging Gardens 
may have really existed. (Some historians believe the gardens existed, but that they were built 
in another ancient town.) The Hanging Gardens were perhaps the first roof garden. Although 
the garden had walls, the top of this massive area was left open. The tops of trees could be 
glimpsed from a great distance. This gave the appearance of a garden hanging in thin air, 
which is how the garden received its name. The gardens were terraced, and rose about 75 feet 
high. There were flowers and fruit trees and cascading waterfalls. The gardens were built as a 
gift of love from a king for his queen. 

Questions: 

1.	 Why were rooftops important to the ancient Babylonians? 

2.	 Who was the patron god of Babylon? 

3.	 Why did nearly everyone in the ancient civilization of Babylonia wish they could visit 
the capital city, Babylon, during the New Year festival? 

4.	 What problems might arise from people throwing their garage in the streets?
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Hello, and Welcome to Babylon! 

Using the information in the handout, your company’s job (your group’s job) is to create a 
poster display, a logo, and a slogan that will encourage people to visit “BCE Babylon,” to 
build the tourist trade. Each poster section or poster piece must be accompanied by a very 
brief description in paragraph form as follows: 

1.	 Paragraph One: Write an opening welcome. (Welcome to Babylon!) 

2.	 Paragraph Two: Write a brief description of one scenic site, stop, or adventure. (Here 
are some ideas: Atop the Ziggurat, Marduk’s Processional Way Parade.) 

3.	 Paragraph Three: Write a brief description of a second scenic site, adventure, or 
landmark. (Here are some ideas: The Dangerous Sport of Euphrates River Rafting or 
the Green and Glowing Hanging Gardens, a living love story.) 

4.	 Paragraph Four: Write one discount offer or touring tip, such as: Mention this poster 
to save on scented oils at Sunny’s Shamash Scents. (You may not use this offer. You 
must create one of your own.) 

5.	 Paragraph Five: Write a closing good-bye reassuring people that they will enjoy a 
safe and happy visit in BCE Babylon. 

6.	 Illustrate your poster(s). 

7.	 Create a logo and slogan that fit your advertising campaign. 

After each group has a chance to present their advertising campaign to the class, all posters 
will be displayed on the wall. The ancient Babylonians would have created a clever colorful 
campaign. I expect you to do the same. 
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Section Nine:

Hammurabi’s Code

Time frame: 2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Justice and Law 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Overhead: Who is Hammurabi? 
•	 Reproducibles:  

An Abbreviated List of the Code of Hammurabi  
Hammurabi Situations to be Judged 

Daily Question: Why do we have laws? 

Open Class: Ask students if they have or will vote in school elections, or if any of them have 
or will run for student government. 

•	 Say: Today, it is your job to decide how people will be punished for their crimes. The 
student government has made it against the law to hit your parents, to hurt someone 
else, to steal goods, to spit in school, to skip school, and to litter. How would you 
punish people who broke your rules? 

•	 Write down their answers using the overhead projector or chalkboard. 

Class Activity: Hammurabi’s Code 

•	 Discuss with students the idea of a written code of law. 
Open Discussion by asking: What is a code of law? (Get answers.) 
Ask: Why is a written law important? 

•	 Class Discussion: Is it Fair? 
Say: Imagine a school rule that says if you hand in your homework late, you will be 
locked in a windowless room for two days without food or water. Everyone knows this 
rule, and the rule applies to everyone. Does that make it a fair rule? 

•	 Hand out: An Abbreviated List of the Code of Hammurabi. 
Say: An ancient king of Babylon, King Hammurabi, created a list of laws that applied 
to everyone. This list is called the Code of Hammurabi. Hammurabi was probably not 
the first to write down laws. But his code, his list of laws, is one of the earliest that we 
have found. These laws were written down over 3,500 years ago. 
Ask: What does “abbreviated” mean? 
Call on various students to read the handout aloud. 
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•	 Compare students’ answers about punishment with Hammurabi’s Code. 

Partner or Individual Activity: An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth 

•	 Hand out Hammurabi Situations to be Judged. 

•	 Go over the first one or two with the students asking them how Hammurabi would 
have judged these cases. Have the students finish the list on their own. Working with a 
partner is desirable, but not necessary. 

•	 Give the students approximately 20 minutes to finish. 

•	 Go over the situations with the students, accepting all reasonable answers. 

•	 Once you have their answers, point out that Section One refers to the behavior of 
Goldilocks and the Three Bears. Tell them that Section Two refers to the behavior of 
The Big Bad Wolf and the Three Little Pigs. 

Group Activity: Fitting Punishments 

Divide students into groups. Have them each create one or two “crimes.” Have each group 
ask the rest of the class to fit a punishment to the crime in Hammurabi’s time. After each 
group presents, and the class determines what Hammurabi might give as punishment, discuss 
issues such as: “Does this seem a fitting punishment? What might be the punishment today?” 

Group Discussion: Laws and Freedoms 

•	 Ask: Are we too easy on criminals today? Was crime reduced during 
Hammurabi’s rule? 

•	 Say: Today we value freedom and individual rights much more than they did in 
Hammurabi’s time. 

•	 Ask: How would stricter laws affect freedom? 

Individual Activity: Comparison 

•	 Compare the Code of Hammurabi with the laws of the United States today. 

•	 Use the overhead to list the questions, or hand out copies of Who is Hammurabi? 
Direct students to answer the questions in paragraph/sentence form. 

•	 Give them some time to answer the questions. 

•	 Call on students to share their answers. 
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1.	 Who is Hammurabi? 

2.	 What were some of his laws? 

3.	 How were his laws similar and different from the laws we have today? 

4.	 How might you have felt living back in the time of Hammurabi? 

Class Discussion: Student-Created Contracts 

1.	 Ask students to get out the contracts they signed and had witnessed during a previous 
lesson. (Or pass them out if you collected them.) 

2.	 Say: Just as ancient contracts tell us a great deal about daily life in ancient times, 
what do your contracts reveal about daily life in the 21st century—life today? (Wait 
for answers.) 

3.	 Ask students if they completed their contracts.

4.	 Ask what Hammurabi would have done if they broke their contract, based on the 
activity they said they would complete. 

5.	 Ask what punishment they might face from their parents or friends today for 

6.	 doing the same thing. 

Close Class: May the mighty Marduk save you from Hammurabi’s Court!
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An Abbreviated List of the Code of Hammurabi 
(Some of the laws) 

If anyone brings an accusation of any crime before the elders and does not prove what he has 
charged, he shall, if it was a capital offense charged, be put to death. 

If anyone steals the property of a temple or of the court, he shall be put to death, and also the 
one who receives the stolen thing from him shall be put to death. 

If anyone buys from the son or the slave of another man, without witnesses or a contract, 
silver or gold, a male or female slave, an ox or a sheep, an ass, or anything, or if he takes it in 
his charge, he is considered a thief and shall be put to death. 

If anyone steals the minor son of another, he shall be put to death. 

If anyone takes a male or female slave of the court, or a male or female slave of a freedman, 
outside the city gates, he shall be put to death. 

If anyone receives into his house a runaway male or female slave of the court, or of a 
freedman, and does not bring it out at the public proclamation of the major domus, the master 
of the house shall be put to death. 

If anyone breaks a hole into a house (breaks in to steal), he shall be put to death before that 
hole and be buried. 

If anyone is committing a robbery and is caught, then he shall be put to death. 

If fire break out in a house, and someone who comes to put it out cast his eye upon the 
property of the owner of the house, and take the property of the master of the house, he shall 
be thrown into that self-same fire. 

If a chieftain or man be caught in the misfortune of the king (captured in battle), and if his 
fields and garden be given to another and he take possession, if he return and reaches his 
place, his field and garden shall be returned to him, he shall take it over again. 

If anyone owes a debt for a loan, and a storm prostrates the grain, or the harvest fails, or the 
grain does not grow for lack of water, in that year he need not give his creditor any grain, he 
washes his debt-tablet in water and pays no rent for this year. 
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If anyone open his ditches to water his crop, but is careless, and the water floods the field of 
his neighbor, then he shall pay his neighbor corn for his loss. 

If anyone hands over his garden to a gardener to work, the gardener shall pay to its owner 
two-thirds of the produce of the garden, for so long as he has it in possession, and the other 
third shall he keep. 

If conspirators meet in the house of a tavern-keeper, and these conspirators are not captured 
and delivered to the court, the tavern-keeper shall be put to death. 

If anyone fails to meet a claim for debt, and sells himself, his wife, his son, and daughter for 
money or gives them away to forced labor, they shall work for three years in the house of the 
man who bought them, or the proprietor, and in the fourth year they shall be set free. 

If he turns it over for safe keeping without witness or contract, and if he to whom it was given 
denies it, then he has no legitimate claim. 

If a man is taken prisoner in war, and there is sustenance in his house, but his wife leave 
house and court, and go to another house, because this wife did not keep her court, and went 
to another house, she shall be judicially condemned and thrown into the water. 

If anyone be captured in war and there is not sustenance in his house, if then his wife go to 
another house, this woman shall be held blameless. 

If a man be taken prisoner in war and there be no sustenance in his house and his wife go to 
another house and bear children, and if later her husband return and come to his home, then 
this wife shall return to her husband, but the children follow their father. 

If a man wish to separate from a woman who has borne him children, or from his wife who 
has borne him children, then he shall give that wife her dowry, and a part of the field, garden, 
and property, so that she can rear her children. When she has brought up her children, a 
portion of all that is given to the children, equal as that of one son, shall be given to her. She 
may then marry the man of her heart. 

If a man wishes to separate from his wife who has borne him no children, he shall give her 
the amount of her purchase money and the dowry which she brought from her father’s house, 
and let her go. 

If a man take wives for his son, but take no wife for his minor son, and if then he die, if the 
sons divide the estate, they shall set aside besides his portion of the money for the “purchase 
price” for the minor brother who had taken no wife as yet, and secure a wife for him. 

If a son strikes his father, his hands shall be hewn off. 

If a man puts out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out. (An eye for an eye) 
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If he breaks another man’s bone, his bone shall be broken. 

If a man knocks out the teeth of his equal, his teeth shall be knocked out. (A tooth for a tooth) 

If a man strikes a freeborn woman so that she loses her unborn child, he shall pay ten shekels 
for her loss. If the woman dies, his daughter shall be put to death. 

If a builder builds a house for someone and does not construct it properly, and the house, 
which he built, falls in and kills its owner, then that builder shall be put to death. 

If it kills the son of the owner, the son of that builder shall be put to death. 

If it kills a slave of the owner, then he shall pay slave for slave to the owner of the house. 

If his community will not pay for him, then he shall be placed in that field with the cattle 
(at work). 
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Hammurabi Situations to be Judged 

Section One: 

Someone has entered into your house without your permission while you are away. 

Someone has eaten your food without your permission. 

Someone has broken your furniture by accident. 

Someone has moved into your house without your permission. 

Section Two: 

Someone has destroyed your neighbor’s house without his or her permission. 

Someone has killed your neighbor without cause. 

You killed someone trying to break into your house. 
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Who is Hammurabi? 

Instructions: Answer the following questions in paragraph/sentence form. Use the back of 
this paper to complete your answer if you wish. 

1.	 Who is Hammurabi? 

2.	 What were some of his laws? 

3.	 How were his laws similar and different from the laws we have today? 

•	 Similar: 

•	 Different: 

4.	 How might you have felt living back in the time of Hammurabi? 
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Section Ten:

The Assyrians

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 
Assyrian Civilization in Northern Mesopotamia 
The Assyrians Sack Babylon! 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

The Assyrians 

Daily Question: Who was Hammurabi? 

Open Class: There were three major civilizations in ancient Mesopotamia. The first 
civilization was ancient Sumer. About a thousand years later, the Babylonians and the 
Assyrians took over, but the Sumerian culture lived on. The Babylonians lived in lower 
Mesopotamia. The Assyrians lived at the same time as the Babylonians, but the Assyrians 
lived in upper Mesopotamia, at the foot of the mountains in the north. 

Activity: The Assyrians Hand out The Assyrians. 

Read and answer the questions. 

Individual Activity: Write a letter to the king 

Say: Imagine you are one of the priests in Assyria. Babylon has been destroyed but you are 
worried that the god Marduk might get angry. Write a letter to the king asking him to rebuild 
the city. State the reasons why you are worried. 

Before you start, let’s run over the parts of letter. We certainly would not wish to insult 
our king. (Date, Dear King, Body of Letter, Salutation, Signature.) If you wish, they can 
sign their letters with their cylinder seals. (Review parts of a letter on the overhead or on 
the chalkboard.) 

Class Activity: Have students who choose to do so read their letters to the class. 

Close Class: May Marduk watch over you and keep you safe!
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The Assyrians 

The Assyrians lived in northern Mesopotamia, towards the mountains. They had their own 
language and their own lifestyle. Their religion was similar to that of Sumer and Babylonia, 
and they worshipped many of the same gods. They were well known traders; their donkeys 
and caravans were recognized throughout the Mesopotamian area. The Assyrians had a long 
history, most of which was spent under the leadership of the civilizations to the south, first 
Sumer and then Babylonia. They did try to take over the south, but they were not successful. 
King Hammurabi of Babylon crushed one of their revolts. They were much more successful 
conquering the tribes to the east and west. 

Military Camp: The Assyrians were forever at war with somebody. This was expensive. 

Taxes were terrible in ancient Assyria. But their geographic expansion was impressive. They 
advanced quickly in art and sculpture, which they created to tell their stories of battles and to 
honor their war heroes. 

Because so many of the scenes painted on their ceramics and carved on their reliefs show 
pictures of military camp life, we know a lot about daily life in the military camps. Many 
pieces of art picture a royal canopy in the center of the military camp. The king’s face is 
usually shown. The chariot of the time was mounted on six wheels. Some art features a camp 
bakery or soldiers at meals. Others show a servant holding a scoop from which a soldier 
is taking a drink. A lot of the art features horses and grooms. And some art shows men 
guarding the entrance to the camp wearing sandals and carrying shields. 

Burial Ceremonies: Ceremonies changed over the many thousands of years that this 
civilization flourished. Bodies were put to rest in cemeteries, and in jars with tight lids, or 
buried in the desert. The ancient Mesopotamians did not believe in a happy, busy afterlife. 
In the funeral ceremony itself, they would place the deceased hand on a plate of food, so 
that they would have something for the trip. They would bury their dead with a few of their 
favorite possessions—weapons, favorite drinking cups, and other small personal items. The 
Assyrians, however, liked to keep their dead at home. The poor would dig a hole somewhere 
in the house, and bury their dead at home. The rich would build a room just for the burial. In 
both cases, an oil lamp would be kept burning near or at the gravesite, to remind everyone 
that the deceased is near and cares for them. 

Buildings: The Assyrians built huge buildings. They loved to decorate their buildings with 
huge demons to protect the building from evil influence. 
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The Assyrians sack Babylon! About 1200 BCE, the Assyrians finally conquered Babylon. 
This was a total shock to the people of the time, probably even to the Assyrians. Babylon was 
the prize—the greatest city of the time. The Assyrians hated the Babylonians. They leveled 
the city. They turned it into rubble. 

As was their habit, they made all the people in Babylonia move to other parts of the Assyrian 
Empire. That’s what they always did when they conquered people. They made conquered 
people move. That way, the people had to learn new ways in a new place, and were much less 
likely to revolt as a group, as they had no group. 

After they leveled the city, the Assyrians began to worry. They were not worried about the 
people they had scattered all over their empire. They were worried about Marduk, chief of 
all the gods. After thinking it over, it occurred to them that Marduk might be a bit upset 
with them for leveling his city. They were afraid Marduk might punish them. The Assyrians 
decided the smartest thing to do would be to rebuild the city, and to return the statue of 
Marduk to his temple. They really did not have any use for the city. And they really hated the 
Babylonians and everything they built, especially Babylon. But, they were more afraid of the 
god Marduk than they were filled with hate for the Babylonians. So, they rebuilt Babylon, but 
left it an empty city. Eventually, people returned to the city and Babylon rose again. 

The Great Library of Nineveh: The Assyrian Empire lasted for about 600 years. Around 
600 BCE, before the people of ancient Mesopotamia were absorbed into the great Persian 
Empire, the last Assyrian king started a project. He began collecting a library of clay tablets 
of all the literature of ancient Sumer, Babylonia, and Assyria. No one knows how many 
tablets he actually collected, but when discovered in modern times, over 30,000 tablets still 
remained in the great library in his capital city of Nineveh. These tablets are our single most 
important source of knowledge about ancient Mesopotamia. 

Questions: 

1.	 Why do we know so much about Babylon and Assyria? 

2.	 Who is Marduk? 

3.	 Why do you think Assyria hated Babylon?
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Section Eleven:

Virtual Visit to Mesopotamia

Sumer, Babylonia, Assyria 
Hammurabi’s Court 
Cuneiform 
Ancient Mesopotamian Inventions 
Religion 
Daily Life 
Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

A Virtual Visit to Ancient Mesopotamia 
•	 Teacher should check Web sites beforehand as sites move or close. 

Daily Question: What is a virtual visit? 

Open Class: Today, we are going to explore ancient Mesopotamia on the Web. Your task 
is to explore the sites I will be giving you. Thanks to the Internet, we will be able to take 
our place in Hammurabi’s Court, stumble across an ancient battle site, command our men to 
build a ziggurat, translate star tablets, and more! Plus, we’re going to explore some Web sites 
created by students in Australia and in the United States. It should be an interesting day. 

Hand out: A Virtual Visit to Ancient Mesopotamia. 

Move to the computer lab. Explore ancient Mesopotamia. 

Close Class: May the mighty Marduk watch over you! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

A Virtual Visit to Ancient Mesopotamia 

In the U.S.A. …

Travel to Ohio to find out the answer to this question: 
What do chariots, sailboats, and wheels have in common? 
Created by students from Urbana Schools. 
http://www.usd116.org/ums/projects/AncientCiv/Meso/meso.html

And around the world… 

Travel to Asia, to the city of Hong Kong where 
“You be the Judge” in ancient Babylon in Hammurabi’s Court
http://www.phillipmartin.info/hammurabi/homepage.htm

Travel to England and click Story, Explore, Challenge! in ancient Sumer, Babylon, 
and Assyria. 

•	 Command your men to build a ziggurat 
•	 Translate Star Tablets 
•	 How good a merchant are you? 
•	 You have stumbled across an ancient battle site! 
•	 And more! 

http://www.mesopotamia.co.uk/

Travel to Australia to visit 
Ancient Sumer, created by students from Villanova College, Australia 
(The Australians call their schools “colleges.” Kids around your age created this site!)
http://www.vnc.qld.edu.au/enviro/sumer/2002-b.htm
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Section Twelve:

Shout It Out!: Test Review Game

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 
Test Review Game 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Group Assignments: List group assignments on 3 x 5 cards, or pieces of paper 

as follows: 
-- Group One: Geography, shouts YO 
-- Group Two: Inventions, shouts ME 
-- Group Three: Religion, shouts HEY 
-- Group Four: Government, shouts ZACK 
-- Group Five: Daily Life, shouts AYE (as in “I know”) 

•	 Color Coded Cones: Using your school colors, create two paper cones of one color 
using construction paper, and two paper cones using another color. Rotate cones 
as game play proceeds to clearly define competitive groups. Two groups that are 
competing to answer questions first will have the same color cone. 

•	 Ribbons for winners 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Shout It Out! Game Play Rotation (one copy per student) 

Daily Question: What is a monitor? 

Open Class: Say: Has anyone ever participated in Knowledge Bowl? Does anyone know 
what it is? (Get some answers, or supply one.) Knowledge Bowl is a competition between 
different schools. Each school sends a team. Three teams compete at a time to answer 
questions. The winning teams move forward. 

Activity: Shout It Out! Game Play Instructions 

Say: Today, we’re going to play a game somewhat like Knowledge Bowl with slightly 
different rules. Our game is called Shout It Out! Each group will compete, as well as 
create questions. 

To do this, each group will be assigned a Group Number, a Group Subject, and a Group 

Shout, at random. Each group will create six secret questions about their assigned subject. 
Don’t let other groups hear the questions you are creating—it will give them an advantage. 

Game Play: Taking turns (See handout entitled: Shout It Out! Game Play Rotation) 
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Rule One: 

•	 One group asks the questions. The other groups try to answer the questions. It would 
be too noisy if everyone tried to answer at once, so we’re going to take turns. 

•	 Hand out Shout It Out! Game Play Rotation. 
•	 Go over handout, reading each section aloud to your class. Ask: Does everyone 

understand how this rotation works? 

Rule Two: 

If your group is competing, and you know the answer, do not raise your hand. SHOUT 
your call. If you are assigned to Group One, for example, your call is YO. The minute 
you shout YO, the person reading the question stops reading. The Scorekeeper will 
choose the person they hear shout first. Each group will be assigned a unique call. 
Group One is YO. Other calls are ME, HEY, ZACK, and AYE (short for “I know”). 

Rule Three: 

Only the two teams competing at one time can answer the question. If they do not 
know the answer, the person asking the question may call out OPEN. That means 
the question is now open for any team to answer, if they can. It’s important to listen 
carefully to every question, just in case. 

Rule Four: Scoring 

•	 Whichever group gives the right answer first will receive one (1) point. 
•	 The group asking the question will also receive one (1) point for every question that is 

answered correctly. 

Rule Five:

This system will continue until all six questions have been asked. Once all questions 
have been asked, the score will be tallied, a subtotal written down so that everyone 
knows where they are in the competition, and a new round will begin with a new 
group asking questions. During actual game play, we will start with Group 1 asking 
the questions, with Groups 2 and 3 in competition, and Groups 4 and 5 in competition 
just like it says on your Shout It Out Game Play Rotation handout. 

Transition: But, before we can play, we need to create our questions. Please move to your 
groups and get busy. Your job is to create six questions in your category, and remember—if a 
group answers your question correctly, they get a point, and so do you! 
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Group Activity: Writing Questions for Shout It Out! 
•	 Move about the class, offering help in whispers as needed. 
•	 While groups are creating their questions, make a grid on the chalkboard or overhead 

to use as a scoreboard. Run your board horizontally or vertically. I like to run the 
scoreboard horizontally and use the chalkboard. That way, I have enough space to 
insert subtotals as we go along, and thus we can have a running total. 

Class Activity: Play Shout It Out! 

As monitor/scorekeeper, place color-coded cones on the tables of competing groups. This will 
help everyone know who is competing with whom. Use the overhead or the chalkboard to 
keep score. Once all questions are asked, tally total scores. Announce winner or winners if 
there is a tie. Winners receive ovation from class and Winner Ribbons. 

Close Class: May the mighty Marduk watch over you and keep you safe! 

Note: If, during game play, it is obvious that the bulk of your students know the answers to 
the questions you would ask on a test, close the competition by saying: By the way, this was 
your test. You all passed. And you will all receive an A as your test grade. Wonderful job! 
I’m very proud of you! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Shout It Out! Game Play Rotation 

Questioner: Group 1 
Competitors: 

•	 Groups 2 and 3, in competition 
•	 Groups 4 and 5, in competition 

Questioner: Group 2 
Competitors: 

•	 Groups 1 and 4, in competition 
•	 Groups 3 and 5, in competition 

Questioner: Group 3 
Competitors: 

•	 Groups 1 and 5, in competition 
•	 Groups 2 and 4, in competition 

Questioner: Group 4 
Competitors: 

•	 Groups 1 and 2, in competition 
•	 Groups 3 and 5, in competition 

Questioner: Group 5
Competitors: 

•	 Groups 1 and 3, in competition 
•	 Groups 2 and 4, in competition 
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Section Thirteen:

Substitute Lesson: Paraphrasing 

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes) 
Ancient Mesopotamia 
Can be taught anytime during the unit 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Statements to Paraphrase 

Daily Question: What is a report? 

Open Class: Say: Paraphrasing is a skill that most students need. Paraphrasing is the ability 
to say the same thing in different ways. Paraphrasing is a very useful tool to use when 
writing reports. 

Teacher Presentation: 

Say: Here is a quick example. 

Read sentences aloud as you write the following on the chalkboard: 

Sandy needed things from the store. So she went there and bought the items she 
needed: some fruit, bread and vegetables. 

Sandy went to the store and bought the fruit, bread and vegetables that she needed. 

Say: When you do research and write papers, you don’t always want to quote something 
exactly. Sometimes you want to make it clearer or shorter. Maybe you want to make it simpler 
so your audience can understand what you are trying to say. Or maybe you want to use a lot 
of the information, but can’t quote the whole thing because your teacher would not accept 
someone else’s words as your work. This is when you paraphrase—you say the same thing 
using different words. 

Class Activity: Paraphrasing with student participation 

Teacher writes this paragraph on the chalkboard: 

Elephants are very large. They are the largest living land animals. Elephants have 
many uses. They can be used for riding, carrying large loads, or dragging things. 
They have also been used for warfare. Hannibal (a famous general in ancient times) 
used elephants to scare Roman soldiers. 
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Say: Let’s start with the first two sentences. (Teacher writes 1, followed by the first two 
sentences. Then write 1A, and ask for volunteers to paraphrase the first two sentences. Their 
response should be something like the sentence included after 1A in the example.) 

Repeat, using a different student, with 2 and 2A. The teacher will write 3 and 3A. 

1.	 Elephants are very large. They are the largest living land animals. 
1A.	The largest living land animal is the elephant. 

2.	 Elephants have many uses. They can be used for riding, carrying large loads, or 
dragging things. 

2A.	They have been used for riding, carrying large loads and other things. 

3.	 They have also been used for warfare. Hannibal used elephants to scare the Romans. 
3A.	In ancient times they were used during wars. One of the most interesting of these 

was when Hannibal crossed the mountains with elephants that he used to scare 
Roman soldiers. 

Say: Notice that this time (example 3 and 3A) the paraphrased section is longer than the 
original section. It adds some details. This is how you build a report, and how you combine 
information from more than one source when paraphrasing. 

Individual Activity: 

Hand out: Statements to Paraphrase. 
Read the example, then direct students to paraphrase some sentences on their own. 
Offer help when requested. 
Give them some time. 

Class Activity: Go over each statement, asking two or three students how they paraphrased 
a statement in the exercise. 

Group Activity: Short Report 

If time permits, direct students to move quickly into their groups. Have each group work 
together to write a short report, paraphrasing a section of information they choose from 
their textbook on ancient Mesopotamia. Tell them to select a subject—inventions, daily life, 
homes, religion, or government—something specific. Tell them to illustrate their report if 
time permits. 

Close Class: May the mighty god Marduk watch over you and keep you safe! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Statements to Paraphrase 

Directions: Get out a piece of paper. Copy the statement on your paper. Then paraphrase that 
statement (put it into your own words). Use complete sentences. Do this with all six statements. 

Example: 

(Statement) Agriculture was of great importance to the Sumerians. Through the use of 
irrigation, they were able to grow a surplus of crops. 

(Paraphrased Statement) The Sumerians used irrigation to grow enough food for 
everyone. They felt this was very important. 

Paraphrase the following statements. 

Use complete sentences. 

1.	 The surplus of food allowed the Sumerians to settle in one place and build permanent 
structures. These permanent buildings slowly grouped together, developing into towns 
and cities. 

2.	 Having a surplus of food allowed some people to specialize. Everyone did not have to 
farm. Some people became metal workers, some became builders, some became brick 
makers, and some became priests. The priests were in charge of the irrigation projects 
and ensured that all farmers were provided with the water they needed to grow crops. 

3.	 As the cities grew, and the importance of the priests grew ziggurats were built to 
honor the gods. Everyone brought gifts to the temples for the gods, but only the High 
Priest was allowed to speak to the gods. 

4.	 To keep track of the gifts that had been given to the gods by each individual, the 
priests slowly developed a system of writing called pictographs. Pictographs evolved 
over the years into stylized symbols; each represented a sound instead of a word, 
as before. These markings are called cuneiform. Cuneiform is the earliest written 
language that we have discovered. 
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5.	 In addition to inventing the first written language, the Mesopotamians invented many 
other things we use today. These items included the wheel, wheeled platform (carts 
and chariots), the sailboat, the plow, irrigation, the hoe, many other tools, and finally, a 
written set of laws. 

6.	 Hammurabi’s code was written down so that everyone would know the laws. Each 
law had a set punishment, which was applied equally to everyone throughout 
the empire. While harsh by our standards, these laws and punishments were the 
cornerstone of the idea of rule by law verses rule by decree, and the idea of rule by 
law is a cornerstone of our own government. 
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Ancient India  
Introduction

Subject: Ancient India (Indus Valley Civilization, Aryan Civilization, Gupta Empire) 

Level/Length: This unit was written with sixth graders in mind, but can easily be adapted 
for grades 5–9. The unit is presented in seven sections, including the final activity; some 
sections are mini-units and will take longer than one class period to complete. Lessons are 
based on a 55-minute class period or they can be adjusted to fit any time frame. As written, 
time frame needed to complete this unit: 2–3 weeks. 

Unit description: This unit covers 5,000 years of ancient Indian history and explores the 
mysterious Indus Valley, the Harappan Civilization, the Aryans, and the Gupta Empire, along 
with a look at Hinduism, Buddhism, inventions and contributions, professions, beliefs, and 
daily life. This unit concludes with an online exploration of the Ramayana and other ancient 
Indian stories and fables. Activities are varied and include outlining, note taking, map work, 
writing, reading, speaking, researching, interpreting, presenting, and other higher level 
thinking activities. 

List of Activity Ideas: Typically, we include a substitute lesson with each unit. We did 
not include one for this unit. With ancient India, we suggest that if you need a substitute 
during this short unit, you send your actual lesson plan. Each lesson contains all supporting 
background material that anyone would need to teach the lesson provided. In place of the 
substitute plan, we have included a list of additional activity ideas. 

Rationale: In view of the latest government guidelines on education with “no child left 
behind,” this unit was developed to meet standards applicable in most states. Lessons are 
designed to address various learning styles and can be adapted for all students’ abilities. 

Setting up the room: With this unit, there is little need to set up much of the room in 
advance. Travel posters or maps will brighten the room until student work is posted. The 
students will be creating posters in the first week of the unit. 

Word Wall: We would encourage you to set up a word wall, perhaps with the outline of an 
ancient tablet with a unicorn at the top. Place new words as you discover them in the unit on 
your word wall. Use the word wall to fill in short periods of time throughout the unit. Have 
students pick any word, define it, and use it in a sentence. 

Door Into Classroom: Construction paper cut outs of monkeys and elephants around the door 
are lively and inviting. 



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2011 Good Year Books. (800) 421-4246. www.goodyearbooks.com76



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2011 Good Year Books. (800) 421-4246. www.goodyearbooks.com 77

Section One: 

Geography of Ancient India

Time frame: 1 class period (55 minutes)
Natural Barriers 
Geography of Ancient India 
Understand and use an atlas 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard
•	 World Atlas 
•	 Overheads: three, one each of the reproducibles listed below (maps) 
•	 Reproducibles: three maps of the same geographical area  

Ancient India (map, unlabeled)  
Ancient India (map, labeled)  
Ancient India and the Present Day (labeled) 

Daily Questions: What is geography? 

Open Class: Today, we are going to begin our unit on ancient India. Did kids play with toys? 
Did they go to school? We will be looking at daily life in three major time periods of ancient 
Indian history: the mysterious Indus Valley Civilization, the Vedic and Epics Periods, and the 
Age of Empires. But first, as always, we are going to start our unit with a little geography. 
After all, you are nowhere without geography. 

These questions may sound familiar to you. Let’s see how much you remember. Ready? 

Have you ever gone for a hike or a walk? 

Activity: Class Discussion, Natural Barriers 

(Brief class discussion after each question.) Ask: 

•	 If a river ran across the path you were on and there was no bridge, what would you 
do? What if it was a really big, deep, fast moving river? 

•	 Have you ever been in the desert? 
•	 What is something you must bring with you in the desert? 
•	 How does a person get across the desert? 
•	 How about mountain climbing? 
•	 How do you cross a mountain range? 

Ask: Rivers, deserts, mountains, and seas are called what? (Natural barriers. Put “natural 
barriers” on your word wall.) 
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Activity: Mapping Ancient India 

Materials needed: 

•	 atlases or maps of ancient India 
•	 2 blank maps of ancient India and the surrounding area 

Hand out atlases or maps or have students turn to the appropriate page in their textbook. 
They can work alone or in pairs. Have students use their atlas to find the natural barriers that 
surround ancient India. They should at least come up with the Indian Ocean, the Arabian Sea, 
the Arabian Desert, and the Himalayan Mountains. 

Hand out 2 blank maps of ancient India. On the first map, have students find and label the 
Indus and Ganges Rivers, the Himalayan Mountains, the Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal, 
and whatever other features you want them to note. Have them create a map key and color in 
their maps. 

On the second map have them outline, label, and color in India, Pakistan, Burma, the Indus 
and Ganges Rivers, the Himalayan Mountains, the Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal, and 
whatever other features you want them to note. Have them compare the map of ancient India 
to the modern countries of the region. 

Then, using the atlas or their handouts, have them compare the location of ancient 
Mesopotamia to that of ancient India. Could the early people who lived in ancient India know 
the people who lived in ancient Mesopotamia? Are there land or water routes that might have 
made trade and communication possible 5,000 years ago? 

Close Class: Tomorrow, we’ll take a look at the mysterious and cool Indus Valley 
Civilization. Perhaps you can figure out the mystery! 
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Date:
Class:
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Ancient India

Find and label:

•	 Mediterranean Sea
•	 Caspian Sea
•	 Persian Gulf
•	 Arabian Desert
•	 Ancient Mesopotamia
•	 Ancient China
•	 Indus River
•	 Ganges River
•	 Himalayas
•	 Bay of Bengal
•	 Indian Ocean
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Date:
Class:
Period:

Unlabeled Map of  
Ancient India 

Present Day
Find and label:

•	 Indus River
•	 Ganges River
•	 Himalayas
•	 Bay of Bengal
•	 Indian Ocean
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Labeled Map of Ancient India and the Present Day

Present Day

Himalayas

In
dus

 R
ive

r
Ganges River

Bay of
Bengal

Indian
Ocean



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2011 Good Year Books. (800) 421-4246. www.goodyearbooks.com 83

Section Two: 

The Indus Valley Civilization

Time frame: 3 class periods (55 minutes each)

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard
•	 Reproducibles:  

The Mysterious Indus Valley Civilization  
Today Was My Birthday 

Daily Questions: What are three elements of a civilization?
(Direct students to add to their list three additional elements on days #2 and #3.) 

Open Class: Ask class the daily question: What are three elements of a civilization? Write a 
list on the chalkboard from their answers. Make sure the list includes these three elements: a 
written language, cities, and technology. 

Activity: The Mysterious Indus Valley Civilization 

Hand out The Mysterious Indus Valley Civilization. 

Read and answer the questions. 

Group Activity: Wordless Book (posters) about Daily Life in the Indus Valley 

•	 Say: Although the people in the Indus Valley wrote things down, even today, 
archaeologists cannot read their script. 

•	 Compare to Mesopotamia and cuneiform. (We can read cuneiform because a stone 
was found with the same thing written in three different languages. They could read 
two of them, so they could figure out the third. No such stone has yet been found in 
the hundreds of towns and cities that have been discovered so far.) They really haven’t 
found that much written down. It may be that the ancient Harappans used paper, or 
something else that did not survive. It’s a real mystery. 

•	 Since we can’t read their script, today we’re going to create a wordless book about 
daily life in the Indus Valley 5,000 years ago. 

•	 Hand out poster paper to each group, and give each group an assigned paragraph or 
two to illustrate. Post posters on the wall. 
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Activity: Great Bath 
Say: There are many mysteries about the ancient Indus Valley civilization. We know that 
water was very important to the early people who lived in the Indus Valley. They of course 
needed water to drink, which was supplied by rainwater and the Indus. They also built private 
wells, for a handy and safe water supply. Almost all homes had a place to bathe inside, with 
a tunnel to handle runoff wastewater. There were huge public bathing platforms built where 
archaeologists believe the women met to wash clothes and socialize. Huge drains were built 
to handle sewage as well as water runoff for the entire city. 

In each sizable Indus town, these ancient people carefully built a huge pool in or near the 
center of town. Some archaeologists believe these pools were public water tanks—places to 
store water. Some are beginning to refer to the pool as the great bath. Some guess that the 
pool was used for religious ceremonies, but the truth is that no one knows why pools of such 
size were built in each town. What they do know is that the pool was quite large. It was about 
40 feet long, 20 feet wide, and 8 feet deep. 

Ask: How tall is the tallest basketball player? How tall are you? Somewhere between 5 feet 
and 6 feet? 

Say: The great bath was built deep enough so that if it was filled with water and you were 
standing on the bottom of the pool, the water would be over your head. On each end, wide 
steps led down into the pool. A ledge ran along each side, a place to stand without having to 
tread water to stay alive. Your head and most of your body would be out of the water. 

Your job is to create a story about the great pool. Since no one knows why these pools 
were built, your first step is to assign a reason. Then, based on that reason, write a story 
that tells others the reason for the pool without actually stating it. When you read your 
story aloud, it will be up to the class to guess what purpose your pool served to the ancient 
Harappan people. 

Example: Create your own story, or read the one we have provided aloud to the class as an 
example: Today Was My Birthday. 

Ask your class: What purpose did the pool serve in this story? If this story were true, what 
would it tell us about family life in ancient Harappa? Remember—it’s only a story. 

Have each group or individual student create a fantasy about the use or uses of the pool/great 
bath in ancient Harappan society. 

Allow any students who choose to do so to read their story to the class. 

Close Class: That’s it for today. See you next time at the legendary Khyber Pass!
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Date:
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Period:

The Mysterious Indus Valley Civilization 
3000 BCE–1500 BCE

We know very little about this civilization, but what we know is fascinating! Over 4,000 
years ago in the Indus Valley, people built huge, planned cities with straight streets and brick 
homes with private baths! Kids played with toys and women wore lipstick! 

The Discovery of Harappa: How do we know this? In 1922, archaeologists found 
something exciting! They found the remains of an ancient city called Harappa and another 
city, located 400 miles southwest of Harappa, called Mohenjo-Daro. Other ancient cities 
from the same period, arranged in the same way, have been found since. Collectively, 
this civilization is referred to as the Indus Valley civilization (sometimes, the Harappan 
civilization). This civilization existed from about 3000 BCE to about 1500 BCE, which 
means it existed at about the same time as the ancient Sumerian and Egyptian civilizations. 

An old riverbed: While looking for more cities, archaeologists found something interesting. 
They found a dried, buried riverbed that parallels the Indus River. As they followed this dried 
and forgotten riverbed, they found more and more ancient towns and cities. Since the initial 
discovery of Harappa, over 1,400 ancient towns from the Harappan civilization have been 
discovered, some along the Indus River, and even more along this forgotten ancient riverbed! 

Archaeologists believe there are more towns yet to be discovered, still buried under layers of 
dirt and sand, some perhaps buried under modern cities. From the number of towns they have 
found already, this civilization was large enough to be called an empire. In the Indus Valley 
empire, most cities were laid out in much the same way, as if there were a common weights 
and measure system. Over 4,000 years ago, Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro were two busy cities 
with populations of about 35,000 people each. In these cities and in each of the Indus Valley 
towns and cities, life was flourishing! 

Homes: Houses were one or two stories high made of baked brick with flat roofs, and 
were just about identical. Each was built around a courtyard, with windows overlooking 
the courtyard. The outside walls had no windows. Each home had its own private drinking 
well and its own private bathroom. Clay pipes led from the bathrooms to sewers located 
under the streets. These sewers drained into nearby rivers and streams. This was a very 
advanced civilization! 

Clothing: Men and women dressed in colorful robes. Women wore jewelry of gold and 
precious stone, and even wore lipstick! Among the treasures found was a statue of a woman 
wearing a bracelet. (Bracelets with similar designs are worn today in India.) 
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Entertainment: A beautiful small bronze statue of a dancer was found, which tells us that 
they enjoyed dance and had great skill working with metals. In the ancient city of Mohenjo-
Daro, scientists have found the remains of a large central pool, with steps leading down at 
both ends. This could have been a public swimming pool, or perhaps could have been used 
for religious ceremonies. Around this large central pool were smaller rooms that might have 
been dressing rooms, and smaller pools that might have been private baths. 

Food: Dinner might have been warm, tasty wheat bread served with barley or rice. It appears 
they were very good farmers. They grew barley, peas, melons, wheat, and dates. Farmers 
raised cotton and kept herds of sheep, pigs, zebus (a kind of cow), and water buffalo. Fish 
were caught in the river with fishhooks! 

Toys: Some of the toys found were small carts, whistles shaped like birds, and toy monkeys, 
that could slide down a string! 

Art: This ancient civilization must have had marvelous craftsmen skilled in pottery, 
weaving, and metalworking. The pottery that has been found is of very high quality, with 
unusually beautiful designs. Several small figures of animals, such as monkeys, have been 
found. These small figures could be objects of art or toys. There are also small statues of what 
are thought to be female gods. So far, scientists have found no large statues. They have found 
bowls made of bronze and silver, and many beads and ornaments. 

Transportation: The people used camels, oxen and elephants to travel over land. They had 
carts with wooden wheels. They had ships, with one mast, probably used to sail around the 
Arabian Sea. Seals with a pictographic script, which has not yet been deciphered, were found 
at the Indus Valley sites. Similar seals were found in Mesopotamia, which seems to indicate 
possible trade between these two civilizations. 

Himalayan Mountains: One of the advantages of the Indus Valley civilization was the 
Himalayan Mountains. The Himalayas acted as a natural barrier, offering protection from 
other people in the ancient world. Water ran down from the Himalayas and fed the Indus 
River, keeping it full of clean, fresh water. The Himalayas provided important timber, and 
minerals like gold, silver, tin, and semi-precious metals. Cedar was used for building and 
for coffins. 

The Riddle of the Indus: What does it take to build a city with straight streets and well-
designed sewers? It takes smart engineers and a lot of planning! These well-organized cities 
suggest a well-organized government and probably a well-developed social life. 

What is amazing is that it appears the Harappan cities did not develop slowly, which suggests 
that whoever built these cities learned to do so in another place. As the Indus flooded, cities 
were rebuilt on top of each other. Archaeologists have discovered several different cities, one 
built over the other, each built a little less skillfully. The most skillful was at the bottom. It 
appears that builders grew less able or less interested in perfection over time. Still, each city 
is a marvel, and each was greatly advanced for its time. 
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So far, scientists have found no wall carvings or tomb paintings to tell us about their life. 
We do know they had a written language, but only a few sentences on pottery and amulets 
have been found. Although scientists cannot yet read the language, they are beginning 
to believe these people had a common language! Also, scientists have found artifacts at 
different sites (towns) with the same or similar picture of a unicorn on them. India Today 
suggested humorously that perhaps it was a brand logo—like Pepsi and Coke’s, only this one 
was Unicorn! 

Scientists remain very curious about these people, who lived about the same time in history 
as the ancient Mesopotamians and the ancient Egyptians. Did these ancient civilizations 
know each other in ancient times? The Ancient Mesopotamians, whose cuneiform language 
scholars can read, talk about a special place with an aquatic culture, where water and bathing 
played a central role. The ancient Mesopotamians might have been talking about the people 
in the Indus Valley region. 

As scientists continue to unravel the riddle of the Indus, we may find we will have to rewrite 
history! Was it the ancient Mesopotamians who first invented the sailboat, or was it perhaps 
the people in the Indus Valley? 

One mystery is why the people who lived in these marvelous cities disappeared around 
1500 BCE. Perhaps they ran out of wood to hold back flooding, or perhaps their soil gave out 
and no longer grew crops. Where did these people come from, and where did they go? It’s a 
fascinating riddle. It will be interesting to see what archaeologists “dig up” next! 

Questions: 

1.	 What do straight streets tell us about the builders? 

2.	 Why do people build along rivers? 

3.	 How did these people travel? 

4.	 Why can’t we read their written language? 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Today Was My Birthday 

Today was my birthday. I am ten years old, old enough to take my place in the ceremony, 
old enough to take my place as a leader of my people. Yesterday, all day long, everyone was 
asking me, how did I feel? Was I ready? Did I feel able to make it all the way? We could 
always wait a year, my mother had pointed out. Even my father had reminded me that not 
every boy took the dive on his tenth birthday. But I knew I was ready. 

Early this morning, as the sun rose in the east, everyone gathered to watch me. And I did it! I 
went the whole length and back again. When I rose from the water, I had earned the right to 
take my place on the ledge, to cheer others in their quest for achievement. 

Today was my birthday. Today, I became a man. 
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Section Three:

The Aryan Civilization

Time frame: 3 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Migration 
Teaching Students to Outline 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Atlas or overhead to use to show the Khyber Pass 
•	 Reproducibles:  

The Aryan Civilization: Daily Life  
A Quick Quiz on the Aryan Civilization 

Daily Questions: 
1.	 What is a nomad? 
2.	 What is a migration? 
3.	 What is an oral history? 

Note to teachers: This lesson works best on an overhead projector, chalkboard, or visually 
enhanced computer screen. It should be written large enough so that all students can see 
and copy what you are writing, as you go along. If your students are already proficient at 
outlining, you need only give a quick review, then have them outline on their own, checking 
their progress. 

Open Class: Ask: What is a migration? 

Discuss migration and what it means. 

Say: A new group arrived in the Indus Valley around 1500 BCE. They came in through the 
Khyber Pass. (Show the location of the Khyber Pass on an overhead or atlas.) It was a rough 
trip. These were sturdy people. They were nomads, wandering and trading. When they found 
the Indus Valley, they were amazed. 

Today we are going to learn how to outline, while we learn about the Aryan civilization. Most 
of you have created an outline before in some fashion. Today, let’s all do it this way. 

Class Activity: Outlining 

For each step, first tell the students what to do, and then write the example on the overhead 
projector, chalkboard, or another visual aid. Keep your outline growing. 
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Step One: Title your page: Aryan Civilization. Place the title centered over the top line of 
your paper like so. Example:

Aryan Civilization 

Step Two: Now, on the first line of your paper at the left margin write the Roman numeral “I” 
followed by a period. Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. 

Step Three: Now, let us read the paper we want to outline. (Hand out The Aryan Civilization: 
Daily Life, one copy to each student.) Read the section entitled “The Red Dot on Foreheads.” 
Stop reading when you hit the section entitled “The Vedas.” Ask: What is this whole 
section about? The part about the tilak is neat, but is it important? Not really. This is a 
hook, a segment placed to get your attention. The really important information is in the last 
paragraph, starting with “A new group arrived …” So, next to your Roman numeral “I” write: 
A new group arrived. Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. A new group arrived

Step Four: On the next line of your paper, indent about 5 spaces and write a capital 
“A.” Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. A new group arrived
	 A. 

Step Five: Now, continuing with this thought, we can add some ideas. Keep it short. Use 
single words or phrases that convey the idea without too much writing. So, let’s look. The 
new group was called the “Aryans.” Let’s put that after the A. Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. A new group arrived
	 A. Called Aryans 

Step Six: Ask: Are there any more ideas that go with a new group? How about “came from 
central Asia?” Since that idea is part of “a new group,” we need to add a capital letter “B” 
followed by a period, placed directly under the capital letter “A.” Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. A new group arrived
	 A. Called Aryans
	 B. Came from central Asia
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Step Seven: What is the next important idea? “… entered the Indus Valley through the 
Khyber Pass.” This idea is part of how they came from Central Asia; so, does anyone have 
an idea on how we can indicate that in our outline? Right. On the line under “B,” indent 10 
spaces from the left margin and write the number “1.” Example: 

Aryan Civilization 
I. A new group arrived
	 A. Called Aryans
	 B. Came from central Asia
	 1. Entered Indus Valley through Khyber Pass 

Step Eight: Teachers continue in this fashion until the first section is outlined. 

Step Nine: Next, have your students orally outline the second section “the Vedas.” Work 
together with students. As they produce the ideas, you write those ideas on the overhead. 

Individual Activity: Have them continue to outline the rest of the reading. This will take 
the rest of the period and probably most of the next period. Allow time for students to finish 
outlining. 

Class Activity: Go over outlines, once they are written

•	 Go over portions of the outline with the class using a visual aid (overhead 
projector, chalkboard). 

•	 Ensure that students understand the concept of the main idea and important 
information. No two outlines will be exactly alike, but all should have the major ideas 
written down. 

Transition: Please put away all materials except for your outline and a pencil or pen. 

Activity: Quick Quiz 

Hand out A Quick Quiz on the Aryan Civilization. Allowing students to use their outlines to 
answer is a nice reward for students who have done the work. 

Close Class: Next time we meet, we are going to take a look at the Golden Age of ancient 
India. See you there! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

The Aryan Civilization: Daily Life 
1500 BCE–500 BCE 

The Vedic and Epics Period 

The Red Dot on Foreheads: Have you ever wondered why Indian women place a red dot 
on their foreheads, between their eyes? We did, so we asked a few people what the red dot 
meant. Here are two replies! 

“This goes back to Aryan days! In ancient times, a groom used to apply a spot of 
his blood on his bride’s forehead, in recognition of wedlock! Today, married Indian 
women may choose to wear this mark. A married woman does not have to do this, but 
she can if she wants. However, if a woman is single, divorced or a widow, she cannot 
wear this mark. It’s a sign of marriage!” (Historian, Novelist, Sudheer Birodkar, India) 

“At one time, the tilak or bindi as it is called, was a sign of a happily married woman. 
Today, it is much more a fashion accessory—it can be any colour, any shape or size, 
and women often wear more than one.” (Gerald L Harrison; Adult educator: Asian 
Studies Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; Canada) 

Things do change over time. Things certainly changed in the Indus Valley when a new group 
arrived, called the Aryans. The Aryans came from Central Asia (modern day Russia). They 
entered the Indus Valley through the fabled Khyber Pass. The Aryans were nomads. They 
raised livestock, rode chariots, and loved to gamble. They had no sophisticated government. 
They grouped in clans, and were ruled by warrior chiefs called rajas. Their history is one of 
constant war amongst themselves, between the various clans. We have little archaeological 
evidence, but we have something else we can use to learn about them. The Aryans created 
marvelous stories, stories they told or sang for centuries. 

The Vedas: The Aryan beliefs and daily life are described in the four Vedas, a collection of 
poems and sacred hymns, composed in about 1500 BCE. Veda means knowledge. The Vedas 
are composed of the Rig, Sama, Yajur, and Atharva Vedas. This is why the period from 
roughly 1500 BCE to 1000 BCE is called the Vedic Period. It is named after the Vedas. 

The Ramayana and the Mahabharata: Around 1000 BCE, the Aryans started to 
create two marvelous epics. We know about daily life during this period from these famous 
epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. These epics are stories about Aryan life, wars, 
and accomplishments. School kids in India today know these stories very well. They’re 
great stories! 
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•	 The Ramayana tells a story in which the (good) Aryan king Rama destroys the (evil) 
pre-Aryan king Ravana. 

•	 The other epic, Mahabharata, talks of Aryan wars amongst themselves, where two 
clans battle it out, and one emerges victorious. 

This is why the period from roughly 1000 BCE to 500 BCE is called the Epics Period. It is 
named after these two great epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. 

How did the Aryans live? The Aryan clans or tribes, a collection of people, settled in 
different regions of northwestern India. The chiefship of each tribe was a hereditary job. If 
your father was a chief, someday, you would be chief. It was the only way to become a chief. 
The chief made decisions, after listening to a committee, or perhaps even to the entire tribe. 
People had a voice, but the chief was the boss. 

Aryan Houses: The people in the Vedic period lived in straw and wooden huts. Some 
homes were made of wood, but not until later, during the Epics Period. 

Social Activities: What did they do when they were not working or fighting each other? 
The Aryans loved to gamble. They introduced the horse to ancient India and raced chariots. 
They played fighting games. They loved to tell stories. The ancient Aryans were proud and 
fierce, and deeply religious. They had many gods and goddesses. 

Jobs: As the Aryans settled in and began to grow crops, people started to have occupations. 
In each tribe, people began to belong to one of four groups: 

•	 Brahmana (priests) 
•	 Kshatriya (warriors) 
•	 Vaishya (traders and agriculturists) 
•	 Shudra (workers) 

In the beginning, these were just occupations. You could move from group to group. This 
changed over time, until a person’s occupation or group depended upon birth. If your father 
was a farmer, you had to be farmer. Change from one group to another became very difficult. 
This was the beginning of the caste system. Over time the caste system added one more 
group—the Untouchables. The Untouchables were at the bottom of the social ladder. In time, 
people could not even talk to someone outside their group. There is an old Hindu proverb that 
says: It is better to do your own job poorly than to do someone else’s job well. 

Education: Kids were taught by a guru (a teacher). Even chiefs’ sons had to obey the guru. 
All students followed a rigorous course of studies, which were imparted orally. Writing was 
done on bark and leaves, and hence was perishable; we have very few rock edicts to tell us 
what they studied or what they wrote. 

Clothing was initially made of animal skins. As the Aryans settled down, clothing began to 
be made of cotton. 
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Yagna (central fire-place): The life of the tribal Aryans was focused around the central 
fireplace called the Yagna. Dinnertime was social time. The tribe would gather around the 
central fireplace and share news and the day’s happenings. Those who tended the central 
fireplace also cooked for the rest of the tribe. This was a very special job. The fire tenders 
were the go-betweens for the fire god and the people. These fire tenders, later on, formed the 
caste of priests. The Aryans ate meat, vegetables, fruit, bread, milk, and fish. The word for 
guest was Go-Ghna, or eater of beef. 

Holi: Holi is a very old festival and probably dates from Aryan times. The festival of Holi, 
which is still celebrated in India today, centers on a bonfire. Today, weeks before the arrival 
of Holi, gangs comb the neighborhood and collect all the waste-wood and old wooden 
furniture they can lay their hands upon. After weeks of preparation judiciously combined 
with activities that come close to pillaging, assorted pieces of wood are piled up to be lit on 
the evening of the festival day. Holi is celebrated over two days. On the evening of the first 
day, bonfires are lit, normally in a public place. On the second day people throw colored, 
powder and water at each other. 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

A Quick Quiz on the Aryan Civilization 

1.	 Where are Aryan beliefs outlined? 

2.	 How did one become a chief? 

3.	 What material did the Aryans use to make their houses? 

4.	 What did the Aryans do for fun? 

5.	 What did the Aryans call their teachings? 
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Section Four: 

The Gupta Empire

Time frame: 1–2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
The Golden Age 
Taking Notes 
Trade 

Preparation: 
•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Trade activity: Divide the number of students in each class in half. 

-- (1) Half will receive a sealed envelope with a scrap of paper inside that says 
Buddhism, along with a small piece of poster board in any color except for red 
and green. 

-- (2) The other half of the class will each receive a red or a green piece of poster 
board. Have about 80% of the poster pieces be red (ancient China) and the 
other 20% be green (ancient Rome) 

•	 Reproducibles:  
The Gupta Empire: Daily Life 

Daily Questions: What is a migration? 

Open Class: Say: Welcome to the Golden Age of ancient India. 

Ask: What is a golden age? (Get some answers.) 

Activity: Note taking 

•	 Say: Please get out some paper and a pencil or pen. 

•	 Ask: What are some of the things that are important to do when taking notes? (Be 
brief, organized, jot down main ideas with a few words.) 

•	 Say: That’s right. Taking notes is just like outlining without a formal pattern. It’s hard 
to create an outline while you are listening to someone lecture or read because you 
don’t have the time, really, to put everything in perfect order. But you can jot down 
the major ideas. 

•	 Give an example. Say: Let’s take some notes, together. Read the opening passage of 
The Gupta Empire: Daily Life, and show students how to pick out important ideas. 

•	 Then say: Your job is to take notes while I read aloud to you information about daily 
life in the Gupta Empire. Ready? 

Teacher reads aloud The Gupta Empire: Daily Life. 
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Hand out: Questions on The Gupta Empire: Daily Life. 

•	 Allow students to use their notes to answer the questions. Say: If you cannot find the 
answer in your notes, skip the question and move on. We’ll come back to it later. 

•	 Give them some time to write their answers. 

•	 Do not ask students for their answers. Ask only how many questions they answered. 

Ask: How many of you could answer all ten questions using your notes? Nine? 
Eight? Six? 

Transition: Let’s see how our notes compare to the facts in the actual reading. Hand each 
student a copy of The Gupta Empire: Daily Life 

Say: Using this written information, check your answers, and answer the questions 
you skipped. 

Give them a couple of minutes. 

Answer all ten questions together. 

Activity: Trade 

Say: Trade was really important in the ancient Gupta Empire. Elephants pulling carts traveled 
through deserts and forests and jungles. In spite of tales of scary sea monsters, ships sailed on 
the waterways. Often they had a big eye painted on the front of the ship to keep an eye out for 
terrible monsters. 

The people of the Gupta Empire were great traders. They traded with ancient China to the 
east and with ancient Rome to the west. The Gupta Empire had gems and perfumes, pepper 
and other spices, and wonderfully dyed and designed cloth. From Rome they wanted minerals 
like copper and tin, and from China they wanted silk. 

Today, we are going to be traders, just like the traders in the Gupta Empire. 

Rules: Tell all students to stay in their seats until directed otherwise. At all times, there will 
be no running, no pushing, and no shoving. This is not a race. 

Based on a class of 30 (adjust numbers for your class size) 

•	 Direct 12 students to spread out along one side of the classroom wall. Hand each 
student a red piece of poster board.

•	 Direct 3 students to move to the other side of the classroom, and spread out along that 
wall. Hand each student a green piece of poster board. 
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•	 Point to students holding red pieces of paper. Say: Everyone holding a piece of red 
paper is a trader in ancient China, the huge civilization to the east. Everyone wants to 
trade with China because China has precious silk and spices. 

•	 Point to students holding green pieces of paper. Say: Everyone holding a piece of 
green paper is a trader in ancient Rome, the huge civilization to the west. Traders 
make money trading with Rome. Rome wants the silk and spices from China. India 
is in the middle. It’s much easier to trade with India than it is to make the long trip to 
ancient China. 

•	 Say: Traders from ancient China and ancient Rome, your job is to trade your colored 
square for a square of any other color except for red or green. And, you must receive 
one sealed envelope during your trade. Do not open it. You do not move. Traders from 
ancient India will come to you. 

The other half of your class: 

•	 Say: Your turn. I am now going to distribute precious goods. Each of you will receive 
a colored poster square and a sealed envelope. Do not open the envelope. Your job is 
to trade for a red or green square. You only need one. Once you have achieved your 
goal, return to your seat. Do not push. Do not run. This is not a race. It is a trade. 

•	 Hand each student in this group a colored piece of paper (any color except red and 
green) along with a sealed envelope. 

Remind your class of the rules. Say: Do not run. Do not push. Do not shove. Now, begin the 
trade! In a matter of minutes, all trades should be concluded. Have all traders take their seats 
and thank them for their participation. 

Results: 

•	 First, ask how many people traded for brown (or any color except green and red) poster 
squares. Congratulate them on their trade for precious metals like copper and tin. 

•	 Ask how many people traded for red poster squares. Congratulate them on their trade 
for precious silk. 

•	 Ask the same question for the remaining materials (gold, art, musical instruments, etc.) 

•	 When all colors have been congratulated, including green and red, say: Many things 
come along for the ride when you trade goods. What do you think some of these 
things might be? (Students may answer disease and bugs. You will need to guide them 
or tell them answers, such as: ideas, stories, friendships, and ways of life, beliefs, gods 
and goddesses.) 
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•	 Say: For those students who are holding an envelope, don’t show anyone what your 
envelope says, but now open your envelope and read what is inside. 

•	 Say: Let’s find out what came along on our trade today. Ask for a volunteer. What 
does your envelope say? And yours? And yours? (They all say Buddhism.) 

•	 Ask: Does anyone know what Buddhism is? 

Close Class: That’s it for today. Next time, we will find out more about Buddhism. 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

The Gupta Empire: Daily Life 
500 BCE–647 CE 

The next thousand years saw a great many kings and emperors! Some did fabulous things, 
like plant trees along the roads and build rest houses for travelers. Others started great public 
works programs. Let’s take a closer look at just one of the empires—the great Gupta Empire. 

The Gupta Empire (320 CE to about 500 CE) existed at about the same time as the 
Roman Empire. It dominated northern India. The Gupta Empire was neat. Villages were 
protected from bandits and raids with local military squads. Each squad was made up of one 
elephant, one chariot, three armored cavalrymen and five foot soldiers. In times of war, all the 
squads were brought together to form the royal army! 

People were happy during the Gupta period, the “Golden Age” of ancient India. They had 
religious freedom. They were given free medical care, which included simple surgery. 
Criminals were never put to death. Instead, they were fined for their crimes. Rewards of 
money were given to writers, artists, and scholars to encourage them to produce wonderful 
work, and they did. Very few of the common people were educated, but the Gupta Empire had 
many universities. Students came from as far away as China to study at Gupta universities! 

Gupta homes: In the villages and towns, homes were mostly one room huts made of wood 
or bamboo, with thatched roofs. Even the palaces were made of wood! Larger homes had 
several rooms and balconies. 

Gupta villages: Streets between the homes were narrow and twisted. Stalls for selling things 
were located on both sides of the street. People mostly walked where they wanted to go inside 
their village. Villages were very noisy places. Not only were they full of happy, busy people, 
they were also full of animals. A monkey might sneak up and steal food right out of your 
hand! Imagine coming home from the market, and telling your mother that the monkeys stole 
the food you bought, again! 

Art: The craftsmen worked with iron and copper. Their ironwork, especially, was 
outstanding. Even today, iron statues exist from this period, which show very little rust! 

Jobs: People worked on roads and other public works, but (as in ancient Egypt) they were 
paid for their work. In the Gupta Empire, wheat was the main crop, and they kept cows 
for milk. This civilization produced great works of literature and marvelous works of art. 
Sculpture was their thing, though. They were very good at it. 
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They were also very smart scientists. They believed the earth was a sphere, and rotated 
around the sun. They also figured out that the solar year had 365.358 days. (Today, our 
scientists think it’s probably more like 365.242, which means they only missed by three 
hours!) They were great with math. Ancient India gave us the number system we use 
today—9 digits, the zero, and the decimal! 

What did they eat? The concept of breakfast did not exist. In earlier times, meals were 
both vegetarian and non-vegetarian, depending upon your religious beliefs. After the coming 
of Buddhism, Jainism and other pacifist religions and reforms in Hinduism, vegetarian 
food (strictly excluding animal and fish meat) became the norm for as much as half of the 
population. In the Gupta Empire, they mostly ate vegetables, cereals, fruits, and breads, and 
drank milk. 

School: Older kids, who went to school, lived at school. School (ashram) life was tough. 
You had to do everything yourself. There were no servants. Even princes had to wash their 
clothes, cook their food, and follow a rigorous course of studies. They had a lot to learn. They 
studied math, science, engineering, literature, art, music, and religion. 

Marriage: In ancient India, the most popular form of marriage happened when potential 
grooms assembled at the bride’s house and the bride selected her spouse. There were other 
types of marriage as well. There were marriages of love, and of abduction. 

Sports and Games: Ancient Indians invented many of the games we play today, like chess, 
polo, and playing cards. They practiced martial arts, wrestling, and fencing. Hunting was also 
a favorite pastime of the nobility. 

What kind of pets did they have? The pets were mainly birds like parrots. The royals 
had peacocks. (Monkeys were not usually pets. Monkeys were mostly a nuisance, but cute!) 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

10 Questions About the Gupta Empire 

Answer True or False 

1.	 The era of the Gupta Empire was called “the Golden Age” of India. 

2.	 The Emperor kept a large army. 

3.	 There were no universities. 

4.	 Palaces were made out of marble and stone. 

5.	 The Gupta Empire made great sculptures. 

6.	 People were paid when they worked for the emperor. 

7.	 Wheat was the main crop. 

8.	 Buddhists eat vegetarian meals (no meat). 

9.	 Rich students had servants at school. 

10.	Pets were mostly birds. 



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2011 Good Year Books. (800) 421-4246. www.goodyearbooks.com104



Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only. ©2011 Good Year Books. (800) 421-4246. www.goodyearbooks.com 105

Section Five:

Buddhism

Time frame: 1–2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Four Noble Truths 
Eight-Fold Path 
The Middle Way 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Overhead: A list of dictionary definitions of “religion” 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Who Was Buddha? 

Daily Question: What makes an idea a religion? 

Open Class with Class Discussion: What makes an idea a religion? 

Ask the daily question: What makes an idea a religion? (Get some answers.) 

Have one student look up the dictionary definition of religion and read it to the class. Your 
dictionary will have definitions like the ones following. Using the overhead, run through 
some of the definitions of religion, one at a time, with your class. 

1.	 Dictionary Definition: A belief in and reverence for a supernatural power or powers 
regarded as creator(s) and governor(s) of the universe. 
(Ask: What does this mean? Answers might include: It means people believe in one 
god, or perhaps they believe in many gods. The gods or one god rule[s] everything.) 

2.	 Dictionary Definition: A set of beliefs, values, and practices based on the teachings of 
a spiritual leader. (Ask: What does this mean?) 

3.	 Dictionary Definition: A cause, principle, or activity pursued with zeal or 
conscientious devotion. (Ask: What does this mean?) 

Transition: Tell students: Religion is not merely an idea. It involves what people do in 
their lives. 

Class Discussion: Introduce Buddhism 
Last time we learned that Buddhism was spread to other ancient cultures through trade. 
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So, what is Buddhism? (Get some answers.) Today, Buddhism is a major world religion. 
There are over 330 million Buddhists in the world. But once, it was just an idea. Like many 
religions, it started as an idea and grew from there. And one man started it all. We call that 
man the Buddha. 

The Buddha never thought of Buddhism as a religion. Rather, it was a way of behaving that 
would lead to a happy reincarnation, and to enlightenment. 

Ask: What is reincarnation? (Get some answers. Have one student look it up in the dictionary 
and read the definition to the class.) 

Say: Our job is not to decide if there is such a thing as reincarnation. It is important, 
however, to understand that Buddhists believe in reincarnation. They believe the teachings of 
Buddhism will help them achieve a happy reincarnation. Buddhists believe that the Buddha 
and his teachings should be followed and honored. 

Transition: So, what are the Buddha’s teachings? 

Activity: Who was Buddha? 

Hand out: Who Was Buddha? 

Read and answer the questions. 

Activity: Define Buddhism as a Religion 

Tell students: Buddhism does not have anything to do with the worship of a god or gods. If 
you wish to believe in a god, you can. Buddhism recognizes the existence of heavenly forces, 
a god or gods. But the teachings of Buddhism are based on reincarnation. These teachings 
say that everyone is caught in a cycle of birth and death, birth and death. This cycle repeats 
over and over, until people learn to behave correctly. The gods can’t help you. It’s up to you. 
If you behave badly, Buddhists believe you will be reincarnated into a life that is even worse 
than your current one. If you are good, when you are reincarnated, your life will be better—
you will have moved up a step. If you keep working at it, one day you will finally escape this 
repeating cycle of birth-death, birth-death, and move forever to the highest plain of existence 
(nirvana). There, you will dwell forever in peace, goodwill, and happiness. So, the concept 
of believing in a god or not believing in a god is up to you, but it has nothing to do with the 
religion of Buddhism. 

Using the overhead on definitions of religion, review with students the definitions of religion. 
Ask students which definitions apply to Buddhism. (Answer: #2 and #3. Definition #1 does 
not apply.) 
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Class Discussion: Advertising Slogans in USA modern society (today) 

One of the major teachings of Buddhism is to live a life of non-violent behavior. How could 
you interpret the following slogan so that it fits the Buddha’s teachings? (If students are stuck, 
remind them of the ant in the reading.) 

BE ALL THAT YOU CAN BE, IN THE ARMY 

Group Activity: 

Write a slogan that fits the Buddha’s teachings. Students may use a slogan from an ad 
campaign they have seen on television or in a magazine, or they may create one of their own. 
Have groups share their slogans with the class. 

Ongoing Activity: Tell students: Your assignment for the rest of the school year is to be 
on the lookout for ads in magazines and newspapers that use the beliefs or achievements of 
ancient civilizations to make a point or to advertise goods. I think you’re going to be amazed 
at how many you spot, now that you’re on the lookout. 

Note to teachers: We mention this ongoing homework assignment again in our unit on ancient 
Rome. We like to keep this going all year. Nothing is taken down. Things are only added. By 
the end of the year, it’s amazing how much we have collected. Students do not always know 
how to bring in something they see or hear on television. If you bring in something you’ve 
heard on television, they’ll learn from your reference. 

Close Class: You do not need to be a Buddhist to learn from Buddha’s teachings. 
Remember—the wise are not ruffled by praise or blame. Be all that you can be, and you will 
be the very best person in the world! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Who Was Buddha? 

The Buddha was a prince, but that was not why he was famous. 

The prince had parents who loved him, many servants to wait on him, the finest clothes, and 
a different palace for every day of the year! (But that was not why he was famous.) 

Prince Siddhartha Gautama, who would one day be known as the Buddha, began his life as a 
prince in a kingdom in ancient India. He was born over 2,500 years ago! With all his wealth, 
with all his treasures, and in spite of his loving family, the prince could not be happy. He 
found his world full of suffering. It upset him that painful old age, sickness, and death were 
all part of life in this world. That did not seem fair to him. 

As the prince grew up, his life became even more wonderful. Everyone who met him liked 
him. He had a warm heart, two parents who loved him, a beautiful wife, a brand new baby 
boy to fill his life with happiness, and still, he could not be happy. 

One day, he met a monk. The prince was amazed that this monk could find calm and peace 
in a world filled with such sufferings. That very day, he made a very difficult decision. He 
decided to leave his wealth, his comfort, his wife, and his newborn son, to become a monk. 

For the next six years, he traveled throughout India. But the answers he found were not 
enough. One day, while sitting under a fig tree, an understanding came to him. This 
understanding was a way to end suffering. That was the day Prince Siddhartha Gautama 
began to earn the new title the Buddha, which means “Awakened One.” 

Four Noble Truths: His journey to find the meaning of life had concluded. The Buddha 
realized that life is ruled by Four Noble Truths: 

•	 Life is filled with suffering. 

•	 Suffering is caused by people’s wants. 

•	 Suffering can be ended if people stop wanting things, like more pleasure or 
more power. 

•	 To stop wanting things, people must follow eight basic guidelines, called the 
Eightfold Path. 
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Eightfold Path: In brief, these are the 8 basic guidelines of the Eightfold Path: 

•	 To know the truth 

•	 To intend to resist evil 

•	 To not say anything to hurt others 

•	 To respect life, property, and morality 

•	 To work at a job that does not injure others 

•	 To try to free one’s mind from evil 

•	 To be in control of one’s feelings and thoughts 

•	 To practice appropriate forms of concentration 

The Middle Way: The Eightfold Path was designed to guide people without making life too 
strict or too easy. The Middle Way is the name Buddhists call lives guided by the laws of the 
Eightfold Path. 

Buddha spent the rest of his life traveling around India and sharing his message with 
everyone. He had many followers who lived according to his Four Noble Truths. Some of 
his followers became Buddhist monks. They gave up all they owned and depended on other 
followers and kindhearted people to give them food. Their message was one of love. After the 
Buddha’s death in 483 BCE, Buddhism spread rapidly throughout Southern and Eastern Asia. 

Proverbs: Buddhists everywhere live by Buddha’s teachings, which were written down as 
proverbs. Here are two of Buddha’s proverbs, from an ancient Buddhist text written in BCE 
times, about 100 BCE. (That’s over 2,000 years ago!) 

As a solid rock is not shaken by the wind, even so the wise are not ruffled by praise 
or blame. 

Hatreds never cease by hatred in this world; by love alone, they cease. This is an 
ancient law. 

The Goal of Buddhism—To Become the Greatest Person in the World: 
Buddhism teaches that being the greatest is an absolute achievement free of comparison. 
What does that mean? It means that to be the greatest is not an achievement that can be 
attained through competition. You can’t win greatness, but you can achieve it. That means 
everyone can be the greatest at the same time. 
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Here’s an example: For a healthy ant to successfully carry one grain of rice is a great 
achievement. For a healthy horse to successfully do the same is not a big deal. The ant has put 
his best effort into his job. It has fulfilled its purpose as an ant. When this truth is achieved, 
the ant is no longer just an ant. It has become the greatest ant in the world. 

Buddhism teaches that a person is successful not because he or she received a higher grade, 
or won a Gold Medal at the Olympics, or beat out other ants to see who could carry the 
biggest and heaviest grain of rice. True achievement does not come from competition or 
comparison. A person (or an ant, or a horse) is successful because he or she has done the best 
they can do. For this reason, all of us can become the greatest person in the world, all at 
the same time. 

The Laughing Buddha: Have you ever seen a ceramic statue of the Buddha, perhaps in 
a Chinese restaurant or in your home or garden? Have you ever wondered why the Buddha 
is laughing? The laughing Buddha reminds us that to be happy we need to have a loving 
heart. By not being resentful, by not bearing grudges, only then are we able to smile like the 
Buddha—only then can we be truly happy. 

The Growth of Buddhism: Buddhism values love, wisdom, goodness, calm, and self-
control. Buddhists believe that the Buddha and his teachings should be honored, that people 
should try to end suffering, that they should follow the Eightfold Path. In ancient India, 
people thought of Buddhism as a chart of behavior that they could follow to lead them to a 
life beyond the grave. Today, Buddhism is a major world religion. There are over 330 million 
Buddhists in the world. 

Discussion Questions: 

1.	 What is the 8-fold path? 

2.	 What is the middle way? 

3.	 Why did Buddha leave his comfortable life and home? 

4.	 Why is the Buddha pictured as laughing? 

5.	 Buddha was born around 2,500 years ago. In what year was he born, approximately? 
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Section Six: 

Hinduism 

Time frame: 1–2 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Brahman 
Karma 
Dharma 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Reproducibles:  

Comparison: Hinduism and Buddhism 

Daily Question: Who was Buddha? 
(If you need a second day question, ask: What is reincarnation?) 

Open Class: Today, we’re going to take a look at another major world religion that began in 
ancient India, Hinduism. 

Activity: Comparison: Hinduism and Buddhism 

•	 Hand out: Comparison: Hinduism and Buddhism. 

•	 Say: There are words in this handout that will be new to you. You may not know how 
to pronounce them. In fact, you probably will not know how to pronounce them. Do 
not worry about it. When we find a word we do not know, we’ll work on it together. 

•	 Have students take turns reading the information in the handout aloud. 

•	 Do not answer the questions at the end of the reading yet. 

•	 Skip to the next activity, Charting. 

Activity: Charting 

Say: In our study of ancient India, we have learned how to write an outline. We have 
reviewed how to take notes. Today, we are going to look at another way to quickly organize 
information. It’s called a chart, or charting. Many of you have created charts in the past. A 
timeline is a chart. Today, we are going to create a Comparison Chart. 

Tell students to please get out a piece of paper and a pencil or pen. Say: As I write on the 
overhead, I want you to write the same thing on your paper. 
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•	 On the overhead or chalkboard, write: Comparison Chart, Hinduism and Buddhism 

•	 Check to make sure all students have written this or a similar title. 

•	 Say: Since we are comparing two things, Hinduism and Buddhism, we will need 
three columns—one column for each religion where we can list things that are true 
for that religion, and one column in the middle, where we can list things that are the 
same for both religions. Like this: 

Beneath your heading, draw two vertical lines on the overhead or chalkboard, creating 
three sections. Label one section “Hinduism.” Label the middle section “Same.” Label 
the third section “Buddhism.” 

•	 Say: Let’s start with the first paragraph. Take a look. Is there any information in the 
first paragraph that we can use on our chart? 

Same: Major world religions  
Same: Began in ancient India 

•	 Say: How about the second paragraph? Hinduism: No central figure Buddhism: 
Central figure the Buddha 

Hinduism: Religious texts: Vedas, Ramayana, Mahabharata  
Buddhism: Religious text: Tripitiki 

Continue in this fashion until all paragraphs have been reviewed and information has been 
posted on your Comparison Chart. (See Completed Comparison Chart for an example.) 

Once you have finished building your chart, go back and answer the questions at the end of 
the reading, using your chart. 

Activity: If class time remains, direct students to look in their textbooks for any additional 
information that can be added to their Comparison Chart. As students find things, have 
them share their findings immediately with the class so that everyone can add important 
information to their charts. 

Close Class: Remember—any time you are reading material that is somewhat confusing, 
or has a lot of new words in it, or seems to be complicated, organize the information into a 
chart. Don’t wait for a teacher to tell you to chart the information. Do it for yourself. You’ll 
be amazed at how simple things become when they are organized and reduced into a few 
important words. That’s it for today. See you next time! 
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Comparison:  
Hinduism and Buddhism 

Today, both Hinduism and Buddhism are major world religions. Both religions began in 
ancient India. Although these two major world religions have some beliefs in common, they 
are different in many ways. This report takes a quick look at some of the similarities and 
differences between Hinduism and Buddhism. 

Hinduism has no central figure. While Buddhism’s holy text is based on the teachings of only 
one man, the Buddha, Hinduism combines the religious ideas of many people from many eras 
in history. These ideas are written down in many religious texts, myths, and stories, including 
the Vedas, the Ramayana, and the Mahabharata. 

Since Buddhism is the teachings of one man, the teachings of Buddhism were created in one 
lifetime. Buddhism is very old; the Buddha was born around 500 BCE. Hinduism is even 
older than Buddhism. Hinduism started with the Aryan people around 1500 BCE. But, since 
Hinduism combines the ideas of many people, over many centuries, the main teachings of 
Hinduism were not completed until around 400 CE. It took over 2000 years to create the 
many set rituals of Hinduism as it is practiced today. 

Hinduism is built on the caste system, a lifestyle created by the Aryans, which says you must 
do the job you were born to do. There is a passage in one of Hinduism’s sacred writings, the 
Bhagavad-Gita, that says: “There is more joy in doing one’s own duty badly than in doing 
another man’s duty well.” Hindus believe that the only way you can change jobs is to be 
reincarnated into a new life. There were four major groups or castes in the ancient Aryan 
civilization—the Brahmins (priests), the soldiers and other people in authority, acceptable 
occupations (farmers, merchants), and servants. There was no moving between them. If your 
father was a woodcutter, so were you. That was your duty. 

Buddhists do not believe in the caste system. They believe that all people are equal. Although 
Buddhists believe in reincarnation, that life is a repeating cycle of birth-death, they also 
believe that everyone should work hard to be the best they can be. If you strive to be the best 
you can be, and work hard to relieve suffering in the world, then you will have earned the 
right to be reborn into a better life. But how can you be the best you can be if you are limited 
to only one choice of job or occupation? Buddhists believe that you must be free to seek work 
that can best help to reduce suffering in the world. You must be free to work to your full 
potential, so you can become the best person in the world. 
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Hinduism has one supreme god, Brahman, along with a great many lesser gods, perhaps 
millions of gods. Everything is part of Brahman, including all the other gods. The goal in life 
is to unite your soul with Brahman. But there are many gods that you can worship every day. 
People can choose the gods they would like to worship. Hindus believe that gods guide the 
faithful away from evil and have many ways of reminding people of their duties. There are 
two popular gods that most Hindu families include in their daily worship—Shiva and Vishnu. 

Buddhism, on the other hand, does not care if you worship one god or many. If you choose 
to worship a god, that’s up to you. Buddhists believe that each person is responsible for their 
own actions. It’s up to the individual to follow the teachings of Buddhism. The gods cannot 
help you. You must do it yourself. 

Hindus and Buddhists are both strict vegetarians. Hindus believe that all life is sacred 
because gods can take many shapes. Certainly you would not want to eat a god. Hindus 
believe that Vishnu, for example, has appeared on Earth several times—once as a fish, once 
as a turtle, and once as Prince Rama, about whom many stories have been written. Also, 
Hindus do not eat meat because they believe people can be reincarnated and come back as an 
animal. As well, Hindus have many sacred animals, including cows and elephants. Buddhists 
also believe that people can be reincarnated as animals. 

Importantly, Buddhists believe it is wrong to take a life or to lift a fist in anger. Buddhists are 
non-violent. Although Hindus believe that all life is sacred, Hindus will fight to protect their 
people and their way of life. 

As different as these two major religions are, Buddhism and Hinduism share many beliefs, 
including a belief in Dharma and in karma. 

•	 (Dharma) Both believe in Dharma, which means sacred duty. They both believe that 
people should be guided by duty, rather than pleasure. Both believe people should act 
in an unselfish manner. 

•	 (Karma) Both believe in karma. Karma is the sum of all your actions, good and bad, 
that add up to determine your next life. 

•	 They both believe you take your karma with you into the next life. If you have been 
bad, you cannot escape punishment. Your karma goes with you. 

Hinduism and Buddhism both have a goal to reach. Their methods may be different, but their 
goal is the same. That goal is to escape from the perpetual cycle of reincarnation. Both of 
these major religions have millions of followers around the world who are seeking religiously 
to achieve that goal every day. 

Questions: 

1.	 Buddhists believe in how many gods? 
2.	 What is karma? 
3.	 Which religion is older, Buddhism or Hinduism? 
4.	 What are the sacred books of Buddhism and Hinduism? 
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Example Comparison Chart:  
Hinduism and Buddhism

Teacher Reference: Example of one possible Comparison Chart based on the reading 

Hinduism Same Buddhism 

No central figure 

Religious texts: Vedas, 

Ramayana, Mahabharata 

Founded over hundreds of 
years; based on teachings of 
many people 

Began by Aryans 
(1500 BCE) 

Believe in caste system 

Pray to gods for guidance 
and help; millions of gods 

Goal: To be one with 

Brahman 

Major world religion 

Began in ancient India 

Vegetarians 

Believe in reincarnation 

Believe in karma 

Believe in Dharma 

Believe you take karma 
with you into the next life 

Have a goal to reach 

Central figure: the Buddha 

Religious text: Tripitaka 

Founded over a few 
decades; based on teachings 
of one man, the Buddha 

Began after Aryans 
(500 BCE) 

Do not believe in caste 
system; believe all people 
are equal 

Belief in gods a personal 
decision, but gods cannot 
help you. Responsible for 
your own actions 

Non-violent 

Goal: To escape the cycle 
of reincarnation. 
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Section Seven: 
Ancient Indian Contributions

Time frame: 1–3 class periods (55 minutes each) 
Harappan Art 
Ramayana Story 
Buddhist Fables 
Inventions and Contributions 

Preparation: 

•	 Daily Question. Use overhead projector or write question on the chalkboard. 
•	 Choice #1: Reproducible Tales from Ancient India 
•	 Choice #2: Make available stories and fables from ancient India, including stories 

from the Ramayana. 

Daily Question: What is a contribution? 
Additional questions if needed: What is a fable? What is an epic? 

Open Class: Ask your class: What is a contribution? (Answer: A gift.) 

Say: From ancient India, we received many gifts. The ancient Indians invented the number 
zero, the science of algebra and the game of chess, the board game Snakes and Ladders, 
playing cards and polo. But perhaps the most incredible gift was their legacy of fables and 
epics. They wrote some great stories! 

Choice #1: Online in the Computer Lab (1 class period) 
•	 Say: Today, we are going to read some of those stories online. 
•	 Move your class quickly to the computer lab. 
•	 Hand out: Tales from Ancient India. 
•	 Let them explore. Keep an eye on where they go. 

Choice #2: Fables and Stories in the Classroom (2–3 class periods) 
•	 Say: Today, we are going to read some of those stories. 
•	 Have students work in groups. 
•	 Make available a selection of stories to each group. 
•	 Have groups read and discuss the stories amongst themselves, and select their favorite. 
•	 Tell groups they will need to prepare to read their story to the class. Illustrations and 

props are encouraged. 
•	 Have each group present the story they selected. 
•	 Have the class decide which story they liked the best and why. 

Close Class: This was our final activity and concludes our study of ancient India. There will 
be no unit test. Next time we meet, we will begin a brand new ancient culture. Until then, 
remember—Buddha says: Be the best you can be! And you’ll be the best person in the world!
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Name:
Date:
Class:
Period:

Tales From Ancient India 

Visit Mysterious Harappa in the Ancient Indus Valley: 
•	 Go here: http://www.harappa.com/indus/indus0.html
•	 Then, click on “experience the slideshow.”

Read the Ramayana Story:

Ramayana 1: Ram and Sita  
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/ramayana1.htm

Ramayana 2: Queen Kaikey’s Wishes  
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/ram21.htm

Ramayana 3: Ravan’s Trick  
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/ram31.htm

Ramayana 4: The Monkey People  
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/ram41.htm

Ramayana 5: One Little Problem Yet to Solve  
http://home.freeuk.net/elloughton13/ram51.htm

Read Some Buddhist Tales: 

The Fish Who Worked a Miracle  
http://www.buddhanet.net/bt_22.htm

Mr. Monkey and Sir Crocodile  
http://www.buddhanet.net/bt_7.htm

A Wife and a Mother Who was a Sister First  
http://www.buddhanet.net/bt_15.htm

If you have time, search for ancient India stories, myths, and fables on google.com. 

Answer this question: Which story did you like best, and why?
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List of Activity Ideas for Ancient India 

Aryans

Oral history around a fake campfire:  
Students in the 6th grade and younger should first write their stories, and then practice 
telling them aloud. Assign a piece of time at the end of each period during your study 
of ancient India for campfire time. That way, only a few students will present their 
story in one day. Purpose: To better understand the hardships of migration, to remind 
students that the Aryans had an oral history and not a written history, and to practice 
public speaking. 

The Ramayana and the Mahabharata, two huge epics from Aryan times, are both 
online at Indolink Kidz. If you have time to explore these wonderful epics, get some 
help from Grandpa: http://www.indolink.com/Kidz/index.php

Gupta 

Converting a “dig” into a public works project: 
The ancient Gupta kings were famous for public works projects. If you have 
conducted a “dig” as part of your archaeology unit, you will have a small section of 
school groups already dug and ready for planting. Rather than planting something 
immediately, or handing your “dig” over to the science department, plant your seeds 
and/or bulbs during your unit on ancient India as a public works project. Be sure and 
create a weatherproof sign that identifies your project by class name and year. Create 
your sign in a shape that represents a feature of India or ancient India (an elephant, a 
monkey, an outline map, etc.) 

Hinduism 

Exploring the Mandala  
From Asia Kids Society 
http://asiasociety.org/countries/traditions/exploring-mandala

Indian Holidays 

Diwali—Research the customs and superstitions associated with Diwali, an ancient 
Indian holiday. Today, in India, Diwali is enjoyed each year during a five-day 
celebration. Create greeting cards. 

Holi—Research Holi, another ancient Indian celebration.  
Note that both include campfires. 

For more information on both these holidays, see http://holidays.mrdonn.org/index.html
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Need more background information on ancient India, ancient Indian contribu-
tions, and/or Hinduism and Buddhism? 

We encourage you to read the amazingly generous amount of material shared freely 
online by Sudheer Birodkar, historian and novelist.  
http://www.hindubooks.org/sudheer_birodkar/hindu_history/contents.html
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