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The Americas (250 B.C.E.-1500 C.E.)
You Mean the Americas Are More than the United States?

The Maya Empire
Source: Marshall Cavendish; http://www.marshallcavendishdigital.com/articledisplay/52/10760/111529/#img_33686

The Mayans (250 B.C.E.-900 C.E.)
The Maya were a powerful civilization in the region of 
modern Mexico and the Central American rainforest. 
The Maya civilization was made up of a group of city-
states and was ruled by a king. The different city-states 
were united by their language, polytheistic religion, and 
culture. The economy of the Maya civilization was based 
on agriculture and trade. The Maya had advanced 
mathematics, a complex calendar, a writing system, and 
were excellent architects and engineers. The Maya built 
large step pyramids that served as religious places 
of worship. The most famous of these pyramids were 
constructed at Chichén Itzá. The Maya civilization 
mysteriously ended when its largest cities were  
left empty.

The Aztec Empire
Source: Marshall Cavendish; http://www.marshallcavendishdigital.com/articledis
play/41/8310/87849/#img_24649

The Aztecs (1400-1521 C.E.)
The Aztec began as a nomadic people in north 
central Mexico. They eventually settled on an island 
in a lake called Texcoco. They created a city on this 
island called Tenochtitlan. It was located in an arid 

The Incas (1438-1535 C.E.)
The Inca were a civilization that developed 
along the west coast of South America and 
the Andes Mountains. Because they lived in 
the mountains, the Inca cut terraces into  
the sides of mountains. This allowed them  

valley in central Mexico. This city became the capital of the Aztec empire, and it spread across modern Mexico from the 
Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean. The Aztecs grew maize, a corn-like crop that was an important part of their agriculture. 
The Aztec economy was based on agriculture and tribute from the people that they conquered. They grew their empire 

through warfare and would often sacrifice conquered peoples to their 
many gods. The Aztec had a writing system, a complex calendar, and 
advanced mathematics. This large empire was ruled by an emperor 
and reached its high point just before the Spanish arrival in the region 
in the early 1500’s. 

The Inca Empire
Source: Marshall Cavendish; http://www.
marshallcavendishdigital.com/popupimage.
php?imageName=AMW_v10_a4_fig002t.jpg

to create a high altitude agricultural system which was the center of their economy. The most 
famous of the Inca remains is the city of Machu Picchu. The Inca had a large road system 
that connected most of their empire and allowed them to trade and travel easily. The Inca 
were able to keep a unified empire through the leadership of an emperor, a common language 
(Quechua), and a common polytheistic religion. Like the Maya and the Aztecs, the Inca also 
had a complex calendar, advanced mathematics, and a record-keeping system. All of these 
things helped the Inca remain a powerful empire until the Spanish arrived and conquered 
them in the early 1500s. 



The Americas (cont.) FCPS World I SOL Standards: WHI 11a and 11b

FCPS HS Social Studies © 2013

Quick Review

Connection to Today
The “Americas” typically refers to North America, Central America, 
South America, and the islands of the Caribbean Sea. How many 
countries can you name in these areas? Which ones have you  
been to?

Resources
Learn 360
● Mayas  (http://goo.gl/vzhWJ)

● Aztecs  http://goo.gl/NZUzC)

● Inca  (http://goo.gl/jl5et)

1. All of these are characteristics of the Inca Empire except –

4.  Explain 2-3 reasons why a calendar was so important to the early American civilizations.

3. Fill in the blank with the name of early 
American civilization that fits the graphic. 

Key Vocabulary
City State: a city and the land around it, like 
a small independent country

Polytheistic: belief in many gods

Agriculture: growing crops to consume,  
sell, or trade (farming)

Trade: the exchange of goods and services for 
other goods or services

Nomadic: people who move seasonally from 
place to place to search for food and water

Terraces: steps cut into the sides of moun-
tains and used for farming

Tribute: money paid by a weaker group of 
people to a stronger group of people for peace 
and security

Altitude: the vertical height of an object; 
elevation

Arid: dry

2.
A. extensive road system
B. step pyramids
C. terraced farming 
D. polytheistic religion

Write an appropriate title for this table.


