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Introduction
It was hard to carry water from the bucket to the cup at my desk because my
desk was far away, and that’s why people wanted to live close to rivers. Also it
was easier to work as a group than on your own because you could work
together and get free time for art and inventing stuff, and that’s why people
formed societies.
—Sixth grade student in Bozeman, Montana

Research is now validating what teachers have known intuitively all along: hands-on
learning increases retention and understanding.
Using both history and political science classes, the studies found that students
who participated in the role-plays and collaborative exercises did better on
subsequent standard evaluations than their traditionally instructed peers
(McCarthy and Anderson 2000).
For example, students at a St. Louis middle school experimenting with hands-on
learning methods have scored consistently higher on the Stanford Achievement Tests
than those in other district schools (Harvey, Sirna, and Houlihan 1998). In other words,
once a student has built the Great Wall of China out of salt dough, he or she will
remember it forever. By linking learning with experience, we encourage students to
remember information as part of this action.
In addition to increasing assessment scores, hands-on learning also increases student
motivation. “Tactile learning activities generated positive evaluative attitudes in fifthgrade learners toward geography. These learners did better academically when their
competence was measured by content tests” (Blahut and Nicely 1984). Students enjoy
hands-on activities, and when students are motivated, they learn.
Though still new to the world of social studies, hands-on learning is not revolutionary
in all teaching disciplines. Science teachers use an increasingly hands-on, experimental
approach in their teaching.
Jean Piaget (1986) said the following about the need for a shift toward experimental
learning in science education:
A sufficient experimental training was believed to have been provided as long
as the student had been introduced to the results of past experiments or had
been allowed to watch demonstration experiments conducted by his teacher, as
though it were possible to sit in rows on a wharf and learn to swim merely by
watching grown-up swimmers in the water… the repetition of past experiments
is still a long way from being the best way of exciting the spirit of invention…
It is in hopes of exciting the spirit of invention that we offer this book of social studies
simulations. More precisely, these simulations and games are designed to excite the
spirit of exploration, providing both the experiential basis of knowledge and also the
spark of interest so needed to encourage further study. For example, while gaining an

overview of a historic period through simulated daily life, students may also be
competing as small groups to conquer neighboring groups. These games are cool in
much the same way that a snowball fight is cool. By making your subject cool you
immediately trick students into intellectual excitement and curiosity. For many teachers
in the early and middle grades, sparking this excitement in later study is a goal unto
itself.
Piaget also says that involvement is the key to intellectual development. Using these
games, you will involve all students, each at their differentiated level of ability and
each in their preferred method of learning. For example, in the course of an activity,
you may split your class into small groups in which one student makes group
decisions, another interacts with neighboring groups, other students are delegated to
read background material and talk with their partners, while the remaining students
work to complete hands-on design and construction projects. These classroom-tested
simulations involve all five of your students’ senses and allow students to choose the
learning styles that are best for them.
The included simulations also offer many opportunities for small group interaction,
encouraging a collaborative approach to learning, which is yet another strategy
validated by research. “Total reading, language, mathematics, and battery scores
indicated that students in the cooperative learning class scored higher than students in
the traditional class” (Pratt and Moesner 1990).
Today is an exciting time in social studies education. More and more we are creating
authentic experiences for our students, be they through simulations, active learning, or
even evaluation of primary source materials. We are coming to respect that it is more
powerful for students to walk through the rows of crosses at Arlington National
Cemetery than it is to read the words of a historian. We see that exploring African
American sheet music of the 1850s as archived by the American Memory Project at the
Library of Congress creates a much more personal response to segregation in American
history than simply discussing the issue as a class.
We hope this book helps you infuse your classroom with the light of discovery and
learning, allows you to add richness to your students’ experiences, and helps you show
students that history is not dead. Social studies is alive, breathing, and evolving, and
not only in a laboratory or research facility, but in your classroom. People today are
part of the same culture and the web of history connects us all. Through experiencing
and appreciating the goals, struggles, and decisions of past societies, students in your
classroom will gain a deeper appreciation for the world-changing issues facing people
today.
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How to Use This Book
Welcome to Hands-on History: World History Activities. Included are activities for
seven periods of history taught in the world history curriculum. While the goals of
these activities are to create excitement and spark interest in further study, they are also
firmly based in standards and include scoring guides and ideas for assessing student
learning.
Through extensive classroom testing, we have found the best use of these activities is
as an introduction to each world history unit. Many of the Hands-on History activities
provide societal overviews in the course of role-playing activities. Students are
motivated by winning a game, but they gain an informed impression of the civilization
as a byproduct. Using these activities to prepare each unit, students come to look
forward to the start of new periods of history and, having completed the game, will
have the big picture in which to place further in-depth study. Alternately, as each unit
stands alone, you can pick and choose which activities you would like to use and which
you would rather leave for another year.
Be aware that some of these activities require significant preparation time. These are
not everyday activities, but are the super-spectacular punctuation to which both you
and your students can look forward. You will find that by organizing a general box of
craft materials, you can significantly reduce the preparation time needed. You might
also consider inviting motivated parents to join in the fun on activity days, adding
another pair of able hands. All needed reproducibles and read-aloud directions are
included within this book. So, you will find that once you organize the craft materials
and form a clear picture of the game’s directions in your head, the activity itself flows
smoothly.
Also included are ideas for teacher-led class discussions, following the National
Council for History Education (NCHE) History’s Habits of Mind guidelines. We have
frequently found that the post-activity discussions are reason enough to run the activity,
as students extend the knowledge and experience gained during the activity to make
connections to the world around them. Even young students have demonstrated the
understanding necessary to discuss high-level questions, learned through their own
hands-on exploration of the authentic problems faced by societies throughout history.
Feel free to personalize the activities, use only pieces of the activities, or expand and
contract the class time as you see fit. Once you have run them a couple of times, you
will undoubtedly find ways to emphasize elements that fit your specific curriculum
goals and will find additional discussion topics that you wish to explore. Many
activities can be presented in chunks allowing you to insert materials of your choice.
In today’s classrooms, teachers have to deal with the seemingly opposing forces of a
recognized need for discovery-based learning and an increased desire to teach the
standards. These activities can help you successfully straddle the ideological fence. By
encouraging teamwork, creativity, intelligent reflection, and decision making, the
activities in this book will help you take a hands-on approach to teaching while

inspiring your students to their own explorations of world history.

Overview of Activities
The Byzantine and Muslim Empires (lesson on pages 11–15)
Students will compete as Europe, the Far East, and the Middle East to create the most
influential society, as shown by accumulating trade goods, wealth, and knowledge.
Initially, the game gives Europe and the Far East a significant advantage, but each time
these societies pass through the Byzantine and Muslim Empires of the Middle East,
they pay with silver coins or with ideas. Eventually, due to their status as a trade hub,
the Middle East becomes the dominant society of the time. Through cooperative group
projects and interaction with neighboring societies, students will learn how trade
influenced the spread of ideas and will gain an overview of the cultures and
achievements of the Byzantine and Muslim Empires. This activity shows a snapshot of
the three included societies and allows students to preview the cultures and geography
they will later be studying in depth. You will measure student learning through
evaluation of small-group activities, discussion, and a short quiz. This activity includes
cross-curricular connections in writing, art, and math.

Civilizations of Africa (lesson on pages 29–32)
After performing African folk tales as reader’s theater plays and analyzing these plays
for cultural significance, students will work as groups to match the performed folk tales
to the cultures that created them. This activity will help students distinguish between
the cultures of West, East, and South Africa while giving them an overview of Africa
in the medieval period. Students will also learn how archaeologists study oral traditions
and mythologies to learn about ancient cultures. This activity uses historically real folk
tales, encourages content-area writing, and allows differentiation based on learning
types. You will measure student learning through discussion and a short end-of-activity
quiz.

The Ancient Americas (lesson on pages 45–49)
In this primarily individual activity, students will race to recreate a city of the Mayas,
Aztecs, Incas, or Anasazi. Through completing a series of small tasks—during which
students will learn about each society’s culture—students will earn puzzle pieces that
combine to create pictures of major cities built by the societies (Machu Picchu,
Tenochtitlan, Tikal, or a pueblo). After earning all the puzzle pieces, students will
interact with the map of their ancient cities in order to answer a series of map-based
questions. Finally, all the students who worked on each civilization will discuss their
answers and create a presentation, which they will give to the rest of the class. As tasks
include hands-on projects as well as research and thinking skills, this activity allows
students to use a variety of learning styles. You will evaluate student learning by
assessing packets created during the activity, during discussion, and through a short
end-of-activity quiz.

Civilizations of Asia (lesson on pages 78–83)

On three successive days, students will split into groups and complete tasks
representing religion, government, and mythology. After each day, students will enter
the information they find on a cardboard wheel, with the three types of tasks able to
spin independently of each other. Once students have completed their tasks and have
entered their information on the wheel, they will try to spin the dials on the wheel to
match the correct information with India, China, and Japan, earning a classroom
reward if they are correct. This activity promotes animated discussion and learning
through discourse. You will measure student learning through discussion and an endof-activity quiz.

Europe in the Middle Ages (lesson on pages 111–117)
Students will work in small groups, each representing a feudal society, and will
compete to be the first to build a castle. Groups will need to perform tasks that
represent gathering the needed resources and expertise but will, at the same time, need
to run their feudal cities. While the goal is to complete the castles, groups should not
neglect the day-to-day workings of their societies, or they may (not) live to regret it.
This game is fast-paced and fun, encouraging students to make quick decisions and act
efficiently in order to beat other societies. As such, you will want to have a firm grasp
of the rules before starting. You will measure student learning through discussion,
observation, and a reflection quiz. This activity also includes content-area writing
assignments and primary source materials.

Renaissance and Reformation (lesson on pages 141–144)
Working in small groups, students will role-play museum curators who are trying to
match listed artifacts with the correct Renaissance country of origin. As information
about each country’s culture is provided in stages, students will revise their views of
history based on changing information. After recreating works of art using the
techniques of the chosen artworks, each group will present its country to the class and
will place all the created artworks in its country’s display in your classroom
Renaissance Museum. Students will gain an overview of Renaissance history and
culture and will also explore the difficulties in piecing together the past from
incomplete information. As many of their initial artwork/country pairings will be
wrong, students will learn the changing nature of history and the need for historical
revision as new information comes to light. This activity uses primary source materials
and incorporates art activities. Student learning will be measured through discussion,
evaluation of activity sheets, and through a short quiz.

A Century of Turmoil: 1940–2001 (lesson on pages 176–179)
In this activity, students will explore online oral histories that describe some of the
twentieth century’s most difficult events, focusing on those that affected the United
States. Specifically, students will compare the attitudes surrounding World War II, the
Holocaust, and Pearl Harbor with the testimonies of September 11, 2001 survivors.
Please be aware that this can be an emotionally difficult activity, and you will want to
assign mature students to the 9/11 and Holocaust histories.
Depending on your technology resources, you can ask students to complete the activity
individually, in small groups, or perform the research as a teacher-guided lesson by

attaching a projector to one computer. Alternately (with older classes), you can have
students complete the research portion of the activity as homework. In an optional
extension, students may gather their own oral histories and present them to the class.

Correlation to Standards
Lesson Title

NCSS Process Standard

The
Byzantine
and Muslim
Empires

Examine, interpret, and
analyze physical and cultural
patterns and their interactions,
such as land use, settlement
patterns, cultural transmission
of customs and ideas, and
ecosystem changes. (III-h)

World History—Expanding Zones of
Exchange and Encounter 300–1000
CE Standard 13—Understands the
causes and consequences of the
development of Islamic civilization
between the 7th and 10th centuries.

Describe the role of
specialization and exchange in
the economic process. (VII-e)

World History—Expanding Zones of
Exchange and Encounter 300–1000
CE Standard 16—Understands the
development of agricultural societies
and new states in tropical Africa and
Oceania.

Civilizations
of Africa

McREL Content Standard

The Ancient
Compare similarities and
Americas
differences in the ways groups,
societies, and cultures meet
human needs and concerns. (Ia)

World History—Expanding Zones of
Exchange and Encounter 300–1000
CE Standard 17—Understands the rise
of centers of civilization in
Mesoamerica and Andean South
America in the 1st millennium CE.

Civilizations Explain why individuals and
of Asia
groups respond differently to
their physical and social
environments and/or changes
to them on the basis of shared
assumptions, values, and
beliefs. (I-d)

World History—Expanding Zones of
Exchange and Encounter 300–1000
CE Standard 14—Understands major
developments in East Asia and
Southeast Asia in the era of the Tang
dynasty from 600 to 900 CE.

Europe in
the Middle
Ages

Examine and describe the
influence of culture on
scientific and technological
choices and advancement, such
as in transportation, medicine,
and warfare. (VIII-a)

Renaissance
and
Demonstrate an understanding
Reformation that different scholars may
describe the same event or
situation in different ways but
must provide reasons or

World History—Intensified
Hemispheric Interactions 1000–1500
CE Standard 20—Understands the
redefinition of European society and
culture from 1000 to 1300 CE.
World History—Global Expansion
and Encounter 1450–1770 Standard
27—Understands how European
society experienced political,
economic, and cultural
transformations in an age of global

A Century
of Turmoil:
1940–2001

evidence for their views. (II-a)

intercommunication between 1450 and
1750.

Describe the ways nations and
organizations respond to forces
of unity and diversity affecting
order and security. (VI-d)

World History—The 20th Century
Since 1945 Standard 44—Understands
the search for community, stability,
and peace in an interdependent world.

Lesson Plans

The Byzantine and Muslim Empires
Overview
Students will compete as Europe, the Far East, and the Middle East to create the most
influential society, as shown by accumulating trade goods, wealth, and knowledge.
Initially, Europe and the Far East have a significant advantage, but each time these
groups pass through the Byzantine and Muslim Empires of the Middle East, they pay
with silver coins or with ideas. Eventually, due to its status as a trade hub, the Middle
East becomes the dominant society of the time. Through cooperative group projects
and interaction with neighboring societies students will learn how trade influenced the
spread of ideas and will gain an overview of the cultures and achievements of the
Byzantine and Muslim Empires. This activity shows a snapshot of the three societies
and allows students to preview the cultures and geography they will later be studying
in depth.

Camel chain in China
Source: Clipart.com

You will measure student learning through evaluation of small-group activities,
discussion, and a short quiz. This activity includes cross-curricular connections in
writing, art, and math.

Objectives
• Students will understand how geography affects the transmission of
culture. (NCSS)
• Students will learn an overview of the dominant societies of the period
A.D. 300–1000, focusing especially on the Byzantine and Muslim
Empires.

Materials
• copies of reproducibles (pages 16–28) as described on page 12
• textbooks, encyclopedias, the Internet, or other research materials
• craft materials (cardboard, tape, glue, pens, construction paper, straws,
etc.)
• 8 small bars of soap
• something to carve soap
• 3 oranges
• cloves (to poke into oranges)
• 5 plastic or Styrofoam cups
• dice

Preparation
Total preparation time should be about 30 minutes.
1. Make an information packet for each group containing the following:
• Europe—Society Information: Europe (page 18); Rules of Trade
(page 17); Trade Goods: Europe (page 21); Ideas: Europe (page 24);
30 silver coins (page 16)
• The Middle East—Society Information: The Middle East (page 19);
Rules of Trade (page 17); Trade Goods: The Middle East (page 22);
Ideas: The Middle East (page 25)
• The Far East—Society Information: The Far East (page 20); Rules
of Trade (page 17); Trade Goods: The Far East (page 23); Ideas:
The Far East (page 26); 5 silver coins (page 16)
2. Organize a craft table with all the materials listed on page 11.
3. Photocopy and cut out an additional 40 silver coins (page 16). (Laminating silver
coins would allow you to re-use them in future years.)
4. Make an overhead of the Habits of Mind Discussion (page 28).
5. Make a class set of the Byzantine and Muslim Empires Quiz (page 27).

Directions
1. After reading the Read-Aloud Directions (pages 13–14), place students in three
groups representing Europe, the Far East, and the Middle East. Organize groups
in the room geographically such that Europe is opposite the Far East, with the
Middle East in the middle. Allow students time to look over their information

packets.
2. Begin the activity. Groups will compete to fill the requirements of the Society
Information sheets, with the first group to do so winning the game. First, they
will create ideas and trade goods. Then, they will trade according to the rules on
their Rules of Trade sheet.
3. Initially, it looks like Europe or the Far East has a major advantage over the
Middle East, but as the game progresses, the Middle East should dominate. If
other societies get close to winning (i.e., Europe), set them back with one of the
Barbarian Invasions (page 15). Help students understand that these barbarian
invasions are historically accurate.
4. Once the Middle East group fills the requirements of its Society Information
sheet, close the activity with the Habits of Mind Discussion and the Byzantine
and Muslim Empires Quiz.

Things to Consider
1. Penalize groups for any off-task behavior by taking silver coins or by asking
them to “forget” one of their ideas.
2. While the game is heavily weighted in favor of the Middle East, it is still
possible for another group to win. Guard against this with barbarian invasions
and by ensuring the Middle East has its fair share of strong students. However, if
another group wins, you can use this to discuss the role of chance in history.
3. One advantageous and historically accurate strategy that works well for the
Middle Eastern society is to buy trade goods from China and resell them for a
profit to the Europeans (and vice versa). You may want to hint at this strategy.
4. Students will need to be able to read and comprehend directions. With a younger
class, you might want to spend additional time previewing the directions,
especially the rules of trade.
5. War is generally a bad idea, though it is one that students are likely to try. Notice
that the Middle East has Greek Fire, a weapon made from petroleum, and in the
game using this allows them to add five to their defensive dice roll.

Read-Aloud Directions
Remember the ancient world, where everything was easy and societies generally had
the common decency to exist only one at a time? First Mesopotamia, then Egypt, then
Greece, then Rome. Sure there was a little overlap. (Remember that Antony and
Cleopatra thing?) But, the societies of the ancient world generally behaved like a
series of kings in one country, with one springing up to fill the space left by another.
But, eventually things got a little messed up. All of a sudden, everybody wanted a
piece of history at the same time. Rome was still holding on, China and the Far East
were everybody’s favorite department store, and the Middle East was stuck in, well,

the middle.
Today, you are going to split into these three societies and compete for influence in
the changing world. You will be competing to gather wealth, trade goods, and ideas.
The first group to fill the requirements for each of these three things will win the
game. Trading is the most complex part of the game, so lets look at that now:
• Trade is generally good for both the buyer and the seller. It is also the
only way to get the trade goods you need in order to win the game. (The
goods you create yourself don’t count as trade goods—they are only for
selling.)
• You may only travel with one item of trade goods at a time, so you will
have to make many trips.
• You can travel to buy or to sell, but cannot do both on the same trip.
• Any time you travel to or through a country you must give two of your
idea markers and get one of their idea markers. You also need to pay the
country you travel to, or through, one silver coin.
• When a country buys a trade good, the teacher will pay half the price.
For example, if Europe bought silk in China, China would get three
silver coins from Europe and three from the teacher.
• If you travel to buy, you will buy trade goods at the fixed price of six
silver coins per item. If you travel to sell the trade goods you create, you
can sell them for whatever price people will pay. (You will need to
arrange your own price.)
• You may only trade if you have enough silver coins and ideas to pay the
amount needed.
Example (traveling to buy): Europe goes to the Far East to buy silk. On the way there,
Europe pays the Middle East two idea markers and one silver coin, and gets one idea
marker. In China, Europe pays two idea markers and one silver coin, and gets one
idea marker. Europe also buys silk for six silver coins (teacher pays half). On the way
back, Europe again pays the Middle East two idea markers and a silver coin and gets
one idea marker. Overall, Europe has spent three idea markers and six silver coins to
gain the silk.
Example (traveling to sell): China brings one unit of silk to the Middle East to sell.
China pays two idea markers and one silver coin and gets one idea marker. They
arrange to sell their silk for ten silver coins (teacher pays half). Overall, China has
spent an idea marker and has gained nine silver coins.
You can also attack other societies, but be careful—the cost of battle is high.
All the directions are included in your information packets, so don’t worry if it sounds
a bit complex right now. Also, don’t be surprised when different societies start with
different resources. We’ll take time now to look over our information packets. Then,
we will have a few minutes to ask questions. Remember to focus on trade goods,
wealth, and ideas.

[Split students into groups, allow time for them to look over the information packets,
answer any questions, and then begin the activity.]

Barbarian Invasions
Announce one of these barbarian invasions if Europe or the Far East is close to
winning the game. Use the Middle East invasion only to prolong the game.
Europe I
The Visigoths were a tribe of barbarians from Germany who invaded the Roman
Empire from the north in A.D. 268. After many years of fighting and truces, the
Visigoths under their strong leader, Alaric, sacked Rome in A.D. 410. Europe loses
half their ideas and half their silver coins.
Europe II
Though the Vandals were from eastern Germany, they moved around until settling in
northern Africa near the ancient city of Carthage. In A.D. 455 the Vandal King
Geiseric led a force across the Mediterranean Sea and into Rome where they sacked
the city for two weeks and carried off many valuable treasures. Europe loses half their
ideas and half their silver coins.
The Far East
The Huns, called Xiong-Nu by the Chinese, were a nomadic tribe of warriors who had
strongholds in both modern-day North Korea and in Hungary. Periodically the Huns,
including those led by the feared Attila the Hun, would rampage through China using
their superb horsemanship and weapons such as the Hun bow, which allowed the
Huns to shoot long range from horseback, to crush their foes. During the Han dynasty,
the Huns swept through China. China loses half their ideas and half their silver coins.
The Middle East
Crusade! The European world launches an attack against Muslims in what just about
everybody (Christians, Muslims, Jews) considers their holy land. The First Crusade
wasn’t until A.D. 1096, but the Middle East still loses half their silver coins and half
their ideas.

Answer Key
Byzantine and Muslim Empires Quiz (page 27)
1. C—Hinduism
2. B—perfume
3. A—silk
4. D—Aztec religion
5. B—A.D. 300–1000

6. Rome = Europe
Byzantine Empire = The Middle East
China = The Far East
Muslim Empire = The Middle East
7. Answers will vary but should reference the interaction between cultures
promoted by commerce.
8. Answers will vary but should include a description of trade from Europe and the
Far East traveling through the Middle East.

Reproducibles

Silver Coins

Rules of Trade
• Trade is generally good for both the buyer and the
seller. It is also the only way to get the trade goods
you need in order to win the game. (The goods you
create yourself don’t count as trade goods—they
are only for selling.)
• You may only travel with one item of trade goods
at a time, so you will have to make many trips.
• You can travel to buy or to sell, but cannot do both
on the same trip.
• Any time you travel to or through a country, you
must give two of your idea markers and get one of
their idea markers. You also need to pay one silver
coin to the country you travel to or through.
• When a country buys a trade good, the teacher will
pay half the price. For example, if Europe bought
silk in China, China would get three silver coins
from Europe and three from the teacher.
• If you travel to buy, you will buy trade goods at the
fixed price of six silver pieces per item. If you
travel to sell the trade goods you create, you can
sell them for whatever price people will pay. (You
will need to arrange your own price.) Of course, if
people come to you to buy, you will sell the goods
you create for six silver pieces.
• You may only trade if you have enough silver coins
and ideas to pay the needed amounts.
• You may only have one set of traders away at any

given time.

Society Information: Europe
Date:

Names:

You are the Roman Empire. After the rule of Julius Caesar and his nephew Octavian, you
are no longer bound by laws but have a series of strong emperors with the power to do
pretty much anything they want. Follow the rules below to create the most influential
society in the changing world.
1. Your goal is to gather enough wealth, trade goods, and ideas to fill the bars at the
bottom of this page. If you can fill them all, you win the game.
2. You gather wealth by selling the trade goods you create. You gather trade goods by
buying them from other countries. (Your own goods do not count.) You gather ideas
by creating them and receiving them when visited by another society.
3. All wealth (silver coins) looks the same, but you will create your own markers for
trade goods and for ideas. Although these markers will look different, they are all
worth the same value.
4. You will earn, gain, spend, and lose all the things you need (wealth, trade goods,
ideas), so use a pencil to lightly fill in the bars at the bottom of this page.
5. Look at your Trade Goods sheet (page 21) for the rules of trade. Look at your Ideas
sheet (page 24) for the rules of ideas.
6. Rules of war:
• You can attack another society at any point.
• It costs 20 silver coins to attack another country.
• If you win, you will gain half the conquered country’s wealth, ideas,
and trade goods.
• If you lose, you will have to pay the country you attacked half your
wealth, trade goods, and ideas.
• To decide the battle, you will roll dice against your opponent. Each
society rolls two dice and adds to this score its number of ideas. (For
example, if you rolled a 7 and had three idea markers, your total roll
would be 10.) The society with the highest score wins the battle.
7. You will need to decide who in your group will be in charge of ideas, who will be in
charge of trade goods, and who will be in charge of trading.

Society Information: The Middle East
Date:

Names:

You are the Byzantine and Muslim Empires of the Middle East. While you don’t start as a
wealthy region, you occupy a special place in relation to Europe and the Far East. Follow
these rules to create the most influential society in the changing world.
1. Your goal is to gather enough wealth, trade goods, and ideas to fill the bars at the
bottom of this page. If you can fill them all, you win the game.
2. You gather wealth by selling the trade goods you create. You gather trade goods by
buying them from other countries. (Your own goods do not count.) You gather ideas
by creating them and receiving them when visited by another society.
3. All wealth (silver coins) looks the same, but you will create your own markers for
trade goods and for ideas. Though these markers will look different, they are all
worth the same value.
4. You will earn, gain, spend, and lose all the things you need (wealth, trade goods,
ideas), so use a pencil to fill in the bars at the bottom of this page.
5. Look at your Trade Goods sheet (page 22) for the rules of trade. Look at your Ideas
sheet (page 25) for the rules of ideas.
6. Rules of war:
• You can attack another society at any point.
• It costs 20 silver coins to attack another country.
• If you win, you will gain half the conquered country’s wealth, ideas,
and trade goods.
• If you lose, you will have to pay the country you attacked half your
wealth, trade goods, and ideas.
• To decide the battle, you will roll dice against your opponent. Each
society rolls two dice and adds to this score its number of ideas. (For
example, if you rolled a 7 and had three idea markers, your total roll
would be 10.) The society with the highest score wins the battle.
7. You will need to decide who in your group will be in charge of ideas, who will be in
charge of trade goods, and who will be in charge of trading.
8. Secret: You have a special weapon called Greek Fire which you use to repel
invaders. If you are attacked, add five to your dice score. You cannot use Greek Fire
to attack.

Society Information: The Far East
Date:

Names:

You are the empire of China, famous for your exotic spices and beautiful silks. The wealth
of your country depends on selling these goods to rich buyers in Europe and the Middle
East. Follow the rules below to create the most influential society in the changing world.
1. Your goal is to gather enough wealth, trade goods, and ideas to fill the bars at the
bottom of this page. If you can fill them all, you win the game.
2. You gather wealth by selling the trade goods you create. You gather trade goods by
buying them from other countries. (Your own goods do not count.) You gather ideas
by creating them and receiving them when visited by another society.
3. All wealth (silver coins) looks the same, but you will create your own markers for
trade goods and for ideas. Though these markers will look different, they are all
worth the same value.
4. You will earn, gain, spend, and lose all the things you need (wealth, trade goods,
ideas), so use a pencil to lightly fill in the bars at the bottom of this page.
5. Look at your Trade Goods sheet (page 23) for the rules of trade. Look at your Ideas
sheet (page 26) for the rules of ideas.
6. Rules of war:
• You can attack another society at any point.
• It costs 20 silver coins to attack another country.
• If you win, you will gain half the conquered country’s wealth, ideas,
and trade goods.
• If you lose, you will have to pay the country you attacked half your
wealth, trade goods, and ideas.
• To decide the battle, you will roll dice against your opponent. Each
society rolls two dice and adds to this score its number of ideas. (For
example, if you rolled a 7 and had three idea markers, your total roll
would be 10.) The society with the highest score wins the battle.
7. You will need to decide who in your group will be in charge of ideas, who will be in
charge of trade goods, and who will be in charge of trading.

Trade Goods: Europe
Names:

Date:

Directions: Complete the tasks below to earn goods that you can sell to other countries. If
another society travels to you, you must sell them one trade good for six silver coins. If
you travel elsewhere, you may sell your trade goods for whatever price you can get people
to pay.

Bronze Work
Romans used a method called “lost-wax casting” to make their large bronze statues. In this
technique, the sculptor first made a clay model and then covered this clay model with wax.
Another layer of clay went over the wax. Artists then heated the “wax sandwich” and the
wax melted out leaving a space into which they poured bronze. When the bronze
hardened, they broke away the clay, leaving the metal statue.
Make a poster showing the lost-wax casting method. Your poster needs to be colorful and
needs to include an illustration of each step in the casting process. You may make two
posters to sell to other societies.

Wool Textiles
Roman shepherds produced fine wool and artisans wove this wool into patterned clothing,
which the Romans traded throughout the empire.
Get two sheets of paper of different colors. Cut the paper lengthwise into strips about oneinch wide. Now, find a way to weave these paper strips together as shown to the right.
Staple or tape the edges so your paper does not unravel. You may make four paper weaves
to sell to other societies. (Remember to use two full sheets of paper for each paper weave.)

Olive Oil
Olives were cultivated in what is present-day Italy as early as 600 B.C. They were so
important that legend holds that the city of Athens chose Athena’s gift of an olive tree
over Poseidon’s offer of good trade on the seas. That’s why the city is named Athens.
Use craft materials to create a mola olearia, as shown to the right. The mola olearia was
pushed in a circle, and the huge stone wheels would crush olives in the vat, creating olive
oil. You may create three mola olearias to sell to other societies.

Trade Goods: The Middle East
Names:

Date:

Directions: Complete the tasks below to earn goods that you can sell to other countries. If
another society travels to you, you must sell them one trade good for six silver coins. If
you travel elsewhere, you may sell your trade goods for whatever price you can get people
to pay.

Perfumes
Perfumes were an important export and those made from frankincense and myrrh were
especially prized by the Romans. By A.D. 1, the Romans used 2,800 tons of frankincense
and 550 tons of myrrh every year. The Middle East also traded rose water with China,
where it was thought to aid digestion and liver function. Many perfumes were transported
in jars made from clamshells.
On a piece of colored paper, write what you think perfume would be used for in this time
period. Your description needs to be at least four sentences long. Be creative—you might
describe a scene as if it were a story! Then, fold this paper into a fan so that it looks like
the bottom of a giant clamshell. You may create three perfume clams to sell to other
societies. (Each description needs to be different.)

Paper Mill
Paper was invented in the Far East, but the great paper mills of Baghdad in the Middle
East were the first to mass-produce it. First, linen rags were soaked in water until they
started to fall apart. Then the rags were boiled and cleaned. Next, the rags were beaten
until they turned into pulp. Once Muslim papermakers had pulp, they pressed it into sheets
of paper, which were then dried on huge racks.
Make a poster showing the stages of papermaking. Your poster needs to be colorful and
needs to include an illustration of each stage in the papermaking process. You may create
three papermaking posters to sell to other societies.

Obsidian, Lapis Lazuli, and Turquoise
The Middle East was (and still is) rich in precious stones. From mines in Persia, these
stones were traded to Europe and to the Far East. The Egyptians made expeditions to
Persia to mine turquoise. Later, turquoise was carved with scenes from the Islamic Koran

(sacred text).
Carefully carve four small bars of soap with scenes from around your school. You can sell
each of these four pieces of jewelry to other societies.

Trade Goods: The Far East
Names:

Date:

Directions: Complete the tasks below to earn goods that you can sell to other countries. If
another society travels to you, you must sell them one trade good for six silver coins. If
you travel elsewhere, you may sell your trade goods for whatever price you can get people
to pay.

Silk
Silk was the most important export for China and the Far East. As you might know, silk
comes from worms. Silkworms spin cocoons out of long lengths of silk. In China,
peasants gathered these cocoons and unraveled them along wheels until they had the long
threads. From one cocoon, peasants could unwind 1,000 meters of silk! Once they had
many long threads, they wove them into fabric. Silk threads are so thin that you need 100
cocoons to make one necktie or 650 cocoons to make a woman’s blouse.
Cut a piece of construction paper into four parts. Using one of these squares, write and
illustrate the process of silk making. You can make eight of these descriptions to sell to
other societies.

Spices
Spices were very important in the medieval world. Most of the time there wasn’t much
choice in foods—vegetables were only available for a short period of the year, and without
refrigeration, meat spoiled quickly. People needed spices to make food taste better. Most
spices came from southern China and even from India, where nutmeg and cloves grew.
Poke cloves into oranges until the oranges are mostly covered. You may create three of
these spiced oranges to sell to other societies.

Incense
Burning incense didn’t just smell nice—Romans burned incense in their temples as part of
religious ceremonies. This practice became part of the Christian and Islamic religions.
Cut a piece of construction paper into four parts. On each of these pieces of paper, draw a
picture of people performing a religious ritual. Now, shave soap until you have a small
pile. Glue these soap shavings to your pictures to create a good-smelling religious ritual.
You may create eight of these decorated rituals to sell to other cultures.

Ideas: Europe
Names:

Date:

Directions: Complete these tasks and then create idea markers to show your learning. You
may earn up to ten idea markers for each of the tasks below. Remember, you need idea
markers to travel and to trade. You also need ideas to win the game.

Philosophy and Ancient Learning
Romans kept alive the learning of ancient Greece, which included advances in
architecture, thought, mathematics, and poetry. Certain poems, called Epinicians, told the
stories of great victories at the ancient Olympic Games.
Write a poem about a great event of our time. This event can be sports, or it might be
something else. Your poem doesn’t need to rhyme, but it needs to be at least four lines.
For every poem you write, you may create one idea marker. Cut out a small cardboard
circle, write an E on one side, and then write Epinician on the other side.

Christianity
Although Christianity started in the Middle East, the Roman Emperor Constantine made
Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire in A.D. 312. He also gave land and
money to the Christian Church and did not make the church pay taxes.
Use your textbook, encyclopedias, the Internet, or other classroom resources to research
Christianity. Keep a list of the facts you find.
For every two facts you write, you may create one idea marker. Cut out a small cardboard
circle, write a large E on one side, and then draw a cross on the other side.

Republic
From 510 B.C. until A.D. 44, Rome was a republic, which means that it was governed by
laws. Even though there were powerful people in the republic, these people still needed to
follow the written laws. The United States is also a republic.
Make up your own laws for Europe. Also write punishments for breaking these laws. Be
creative!
For every two laws/punishments you write, you may also create one idea marker. Cut out a
small cardboard circle, write a large E on one side, and then write Republic on the other
side.

Ideas: The Middle East
Date:

Names:

Directions: Complete these tasks and then create idea markers to show your learning. You
may earn up to ten idea markers for each of the tasks below. Remember, you need idea
markers to travel and to trade. You also need ideas to win the game.

Five Pillars of Islam
The religion of Islam was founded by the prophet Muhammad in A.D. 610. Like the
teachings of Judaism and Christianity, those of Islam are contained in a holy book, called
the Koran. The Koran tells of the five pillars of Islam: faith, prayer, sharing, fasting, and
hajj. Hajj is a sacred journey to Mecca.
Use craft supplies to create a model of a pillar. Your pillar needs to stand on its own and
needs to be at least six inches tall. Write the five pillars of Islam on your pillar.
For every pillar you create, you may make one idea marker. Cut out a small cardboard
circle, write a large M on one side, and then write Pillar on the other side.

Algebra
While the Arabic numerals that we use today are originally from India, the Muslim
Empire of the Middle East was the first society to use them to solve complex problems. In
fact, you have the Muslim Empire to thank for the math classes you have in school. Before
this time, societies used Roman numerals or systems of slash marks.
Write math word problems. For example, In two years, Matt will be twice as old as Kara
is now. Kara is 12 years old. How old is Matt?
For every problem you write and solve, you may create one idea marker. Cut out a small
cardboard circle, write a large M on one side, and then write Numbers on the other side.

Poetry
Some people are good at everything, like Leonardo da Vinci and Benjamin Franklin.
Another person who was good at everything was Omar Khayyam. He lived in the golden
age of Islam and was a great astronomer, mathematician, and poet. Omar Khayyam wrote
the following words:
When I was a child, I sometimes went to a teacher.
And sometimes I taught myself, but eventually I learned
The limits to all knowledge: we come into this world upon
the waters, we leave it on the wind.
Write poetry in the style of Omar Khayyam. Each poem needs to be at least four lines.
For each poem you write, you may make two idea markers. Cut out a small cardboard
circle, write a large M on one side, and then write Khayyam on the other side.

Ideas: Far East
Names:

Date:

Directions: Complete these tasks and then create idea markers to show your learning. You
may earn up to ten idea markers for each of the tasks below. Remember, you need idea
markers to travel and to trade. You also need ideas to win the game.

Compass
The Chinese were the first to use the magnetic compass, which helped them navigate by
sea. (They were also the first to use the boat rudder.) Because of their seafaring skills, the
Chinese were able to trade with the spice-rich islands of Southeast Asia and with faraway
societies such as India.
Use your textbook or other classroom resources to draw small maps of Asia and the
surrounding areas. You need to include China, Egypt, the Middle East (Persia), Europe,
and India.
For each map you draw, you may make one idea marker. Cut out a small cardboard circle,
write a large F on one side, and then write Maps on the other side.

Wheelbarrow
By the fifth century A.D., every culture in the Mediterranean region knew about the wheel.
But, China was the only one that used the wheelbarrow, which allowed one worker to
carry the load of many. General Chuko Liang is credited with the invention of the
wheelbarrow, around the year A.D. 200. He used the wheelbarrow to transport supplies and
injured soldiers.
Cut a cup in half to use as the bed of your wheelbarrow and then use craft supplies to add
a wheel and handles. Be creative!
For every wheelbarrow you create, you can make two idea markers. Cut out a small
cardboard circle, write a large F on one side, and then draw a picture of a wheelbarrow on
the other side.

Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism
The Chinese of this period had both religions and philosophies. The religions of Taoism
and Buddhism talked about what happens after you die and used elements of magic and
belief. The philosophy of Confucianism told people how to live their daily life according
to the principles of order. People could be both Taoist and Confucian.
Use your textbook, encyclopedias, the Internet, or other classroom resources to research
these three ways of thought. Keep a list of the facts you discover.
For every two facts that you write, you may create one idea marker. Cut a circle out of
cardboard, write a large F on one side, and then write Three Ways of Thought on the other
side.

Byzantine and Muslim Empires Quiz
Date:

Name:

Directions: Circle the best answer to each question below.
1. Which was NOT a system of belief common to China?
A. Buddhism
B. Taoism
C. Hinduism
D. Confucianism
2. Which is an export of the Middle East?
A. olive oil
B. perfume
C. silk
D. bronze statues
3. What was the most important export of the Far East?
A. silk
B. wool textiles
C. precious stones
D. perfume
4. Which idea did NOT travel along the Silk Road?
A. Christianity
B. Islam
C. technology
D. Aztec religion
5. Which time period best describes the Byzantine and Muslim Empires?
A. 750 B.C.–A.D. 1
B.

A.D.

300–1000

C.

A.D.

1–300

D.

A.D.

1000–1500

6. Draw a line to connect each society with its geographical region. You will have
more than one line going to some geographical regions.
Society

Geographical Region

Rome

The Middle East

Byzantine Empire

The Far East

China

Europe

Muslim Empire
7. How did the Silk Road help the spread of ideas?

8. How did their geographical position help the Byzantine and Muslim Empires?

Habits of Mind Discussion
• How did trade influence the spread of ideas?
• How did trade influence wealth and power?
• How did military technology influence the balance
of power?
• What was each society’s major strength?
• Which of the three societies in this activity do you
think the United States is most like? Why?

Lesson Plans

Civilizations of Africa
Overview
After performing African folk tales as reader’s theater plays and analyzing these plays
for cultural significance, students will work as groups to match the performed folk tales
to the appropriate cultures. This activity will help students distinguish among the
cultures of West, East, and South Africa while giving them an overview of Africa in
the medieval period. Students will also learn how archaeologists study oral traditions to
learn about ancient cultures.

African landscape
Source: Corel

This activity uses historically real folk tales, encourages content-area writing, and
allows differentiation based on learning types. You will measure student learning
through discussion and a short end-of-activity quiz.

Objectives
• Students will understand how specialized production of goods and
supply-and-demand trade routes influenced the development of various
African societies. (NCSS)
• Students will gain a cultural overview of West, East, and South Africa in
the medieval period.

Materials
• copies of reproducibles (pages 33–44) as described on page 30

• craft supplies of your choice for use in creating props

Preparation
Total preparation time should be about 15 minutes.
1. Make copies of each of the scripts (pages 35–42). If you like, laminate them for
future use.
2. Make three copies of Who’s Doing What? (page 33) and What Do You Know?
(page 34).
3. Make an overhead of the Habits of Mind Discussion (page 44)
4. Make a class set of the Civilizations of Africa Quiz (page 43).

Directions
1. After reading the Read-Aloud Directions(page 31), place students in three groups
and assign them areas of the room in which to rehearse.
2. Distribute scripts to each group and ask each group to complete a Who’s Doing
What?sheet.
3. If time permits, allow students the entire period to rehearse their plays, and
encourage students with leading roles to practice their lines at home. You can
also ask students who are creating props to gather supplies and finish their work
at home.
4. Perform the three reader’s theater plays.
5. Distribute a What Do You Know? sheet to each group and allow time for
completion.
6. Read aloud the Real Society Information (page 32), and allow time for students
to discuss, as a group, which society they think created their folk tale.
7. Reveal which society created which folk tale (see page 32) and discuss the clues
that led students to their guesses.
8. Close with the Habits of Mind Discussion (page 44) and if you choose, give
students the Civilizations of Africa Quiz.
Optional Introduction: Read aloud one of the many African folk tale picture books,
such as Anansi Goes Fishing by Eric Kimmel.
Optional Extension: Before performing the plays, have students research medieval
African culture and have them bring in food and music, creating an African festival on
the day you perform the plays. If you like, invite parents or another class to be an
audience.

Things to Consider

1. Groups will be working independently to rehearse and stage their reader’s
theater plays. Make sure groups elect responsible directors or choose the
directors for them.
2. This activity has the potential to be completed in a period or to be stretched into
multiple days. Before starting the activity, choose how you will use classroom
time.
3. Allowing students to choose their own roles and assigning others to create props
can lead to students feeling left out of the performance. Be sure to emphasize the
importance of the set designers and gather interesting materials for use in
creating props.
4. In a younger class, you might have set designers create hang-around-the-neck
nametags for each character so the roles are clear.
5. Much of the information tested in the short quiz is presented on the Real Society
Information sheet rather than in the plays themselves. If giving the quiz, plan to
spend more time discussing this sheet.

Read-Aloud Directions
Every culture has its own folk tales. In the United States, you might have heard about
Paul Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox, or you might have heard about Bigfoot, or maybe
you’ve heard a famous ghost story. These are all examples of folk tales, and by
hearing these folk tales, you can learn about the culture of the United States. For
example, by hearing about Paul Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox, you would learn about
what life was like in a logging camp.
The same was true in medieval Africa. Each culture had its own stories, and by
studying these stories we can learn what life was like at the time. In fact, much of the
information that archaeologists know about medieval Africa comes from studying
folk tales. In Africa, storytellers called griots passed folk tales from generation to
generation using oral tradition, which means they told the stories aloud instead of
writing them down. In modern Africa, there are still griots who keep their culture’s
oral tradition alive.
We are going to explore the folk tales of Africa. We will split into three groups and
each group will perform a reader’s theater of a folk tale that is from East, West, or
South Africa. After performing the folk tales, you will learn a little about each society,
and then you will have to guess where your folk tale is from.
The first step is to choose who is doing what. Some people will be actors and some
will be set designers who will be responsible for making all the cool props you need
for your performance. Each group will also have a director who is responsible for
running your rehearsal. Listen to your director—he or she is in charge. Once you have
filled out and shown me a Who’s Doing What? sheet, you may start practicing your
play. [Split students into three groups, distribute a Who’s Doing What? sheet to each
group, and begin the activity.]

Real Society Information
East Africa
By A.D. 1200, there were 30 city-states that dotted the eastern coast of Africa. These
city-states traded by sea with India and China to the east and by land with the
civilizations of the Mediterranean to the northwest. They also had contact with
Muslim traders from the Middle East. They eventually developed a language called
Swahili that used the basics of Bantu but added many Muslim words. These citystates along the African coast were quite advanced—the city of Kilwa had beautiful
fruit orchards that were watered by a system of streams and waterfalls.
West Africa
The civilizations of West Africa were also built on trade, but they were very different
from their seafaring neighbors to the east. West African trade consisted of camel
caravans through the great Sahara Desert. The Mediterranean civilizations wanted
gold from West Africa. And, the West Africans needed salt from the north to stay
alive. Cities such as Tombouctou, Walata, and Kumbi Saleh sprang up along these
trade routes, mostly on the sites of desert oases.
South Africa
About 2,000 years ago, the Bantu people migrated east and south from West Africa.
Eventually, the Bantu developed civilizations in South Africa and renamed
themselves. Today, tribes such as the Maasai and the Zulu trace their ancestry to
Bantu roots. The Zulu are famous for their stories in which animal actions explain the
natural world.

Answer Key
Civilizations of Africa Quiz (page 43)
1. C—West Africa
2. C—East Africa
3. A—South Africa
4. A—trade
5. B—A.D. 750–1200
6. Answers will vary, but should include a discussion of the items, people,
animals, and climate mentioned in folk tales.
Folk tale Matching Answers
Folk tale 1: Man’s and Woman’s New Skins—Zimbabwe, South Africa
Folk tale 2: The Game Board—Ethiopia, East Africa
Folk tale 3: The Chief’s Clever Wife—Ghana, West Africa

Reproducibles

Who’s Doing What?
Directions: Before you rehearse your play, decide who is playing each part and who will
be creating props. Look through your play, and write down each part. Then, assign people
to these roles. Also, write down which props (things) you need for your play, and then
assign people to make these props.
Part or Prop

Student

What Do You Know?
Names:

Date:

Directions: Fill out this sheet to discover which society created your folk tale.

Folk tale title:
______________________________________________________________________________
1. Which animals are mentioned in the folk tale?

2. What is the climate of the area in your folk tale (hot, cold, wet, dry)?

3. Do the characters in your folk tale meet anybody interesting?

4. List three things you know about your society’s culture from reading this folk tale.

5. List at least two other clues you found in your folk tale.
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