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About this Unit
Requirements of the 2014 Curriculum
The 2014 National Curriculum for Key Stage 2 states:
Pupils should continue to develop a chronologically secure knowledge
and understanding of British, local and world history, establishing clear
narratives within and across the periods they study. They should note
connections, contrasts and trends over time and develop the appropriate
use of historical terms. They should regularly address and sometimes
devise historically valid questions about change, cause, similarity and
difference, and significance. They should construct informed responses
that involve thoughtful selection and organisation of relevant historical
information. They should understand how our knowledge of the past is
constructed from a range of sources.
DFE, licensed under the Open Government Licence v2.0

The curriculum now requires that pupils learn about early civilisations. It
states that pupils be taught about:


the achievements of the earliest civilizations – an overview of where and
when the first civilizations appeared and a depth study of one of the
following: Ancient Sumer; The Indus Valley; Ancient Egypt; The Shang
Dynasty of Ancient China

Aims of the Unit

Because coverage of The Shang Dynasty has previously not been required
at Key Stage 2, many schools find themselves without the resources or
subject knowledge that they need to teach it well. This pack aims to
provide teachers with a series of lesson plans and resources to fully cover
this period of history.
The ten sessions in this unit aim to give an overview of the history of The
Shang Dynasty as an early civilization, but the pack is also designed to
help students to fit this period into a ‘bigger picture’ of Ancient Chinese
history so will also touch on preceding and subsequent dynasties.
The aims of the unit for pupils are:


To gain an overview of how The Shang Dynasty formed and developed during this
period.
 To research what life would have been like in Ancient China during this period.
 To evaluate how we can know about periods of history from which there are limited
primary sources.
 To consider how this period laid the foundations for other Chinese dynasties in
subsequent years.
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The

Shang

Dynasty

Background Notes for Teachers
The Shang Dynasty was the earliest well-documented dynasty in China and it ruled from
about 1600-1046 BC. A dynasty is a society ruled by a line of kings from the same family. There
was probably another dynasty, called the Xia, before the Shang, but archaeologists do not have
very much information about it yet.
However, there is a wealth of evidence that can tell us about the Shang Dynasty. We know
that they had a system of writing in symbols because we have found bones with writing carved
into them from this time. These ‘oracle bones’ were used to ask questions to the gods about things
that might happen or about decisions that needed to be made. They provide very useful
information about what the Shang Dynasty was like.
There are also many surviving artefacts from the period, most of which have been
discovered in tombs. People in the Shang Dynasty used to be buried with their possessions,
believing that they could take their goods with them to the afterlife. Weapons, cooking vessels,
jewellery, chariots and even human skeletons have been found buried alongside the bodies of
rich people from Shang times. From these artefacts, archaeologists have been able to piece
together a picture of what life was like in the Shang Dynasty.
We can split the history of the Shang Dynasty into three general periods.
Period of Settlement
Historians believe that the Shang Dynasty was founded when King Tang rose up and
overthrew the evil King Jie of the Xia Dynasty. Tang was a good and compassionate king and was
well supported by his people. He lowered taxes and he taught people how to manage animals
well. Because of his wisdom, the dynasty began to expand. People built settlements around the
Yellow River valley and farmers grew crops to feed the people. Richer people, like priests,
warriors and kings, would dwell in huge cities protected by earthen walls.
Period of Prosperity
Soon, the Shang Dynasty was thriving and successful, increasing in wealth and power over
the next few hundred years. People learned how to make bronze and this period was part of what
historians call China’s ‘Bronze Age’. Bronze production helped the people of the Shang Dynasty
increase their wealth and it provided the army with powerful weapons that they could use to
conquer enemies and expand the Shang territory.
People would built dirt roads to connect the cities and would trade in bronze and other
high quality goods like jade. They also used tiny shells called cowrie shells as a form of currency.
Rich people, like the famous Lady Fu Hao, would be buried with a tomb filled with treasures ready
to take on to the afterlife.
The Shang people believed in a high god called Shangdi, who ruled over the nature gods
like the gods of the sun, moon and rivers. They also worshipped their ancestors, believing that
their dead relatives could intercede to Shangdi on their behalf and directly influence what
happened in their daily lives. People would hold special festivals to honour their ancestors and
would make sacrifices of food, wine, animals and even humans.
Period of Decline
When the final king of the Shang Dynasty, King Di Xin ruled, people became very unhappy.
He was a cruel king who tortured people for fun. King Di Xin raised taxes to fund his own
extravagant lifestyle and this made people very poor and resentful.
Around the same time, a tribe called the Zhou decided to attack the Shang Dynasty. The
Shang army was away fighting another battle and King Di Xin called together an army from slaves,
prisoners and peasants. However, his people were so resentful that many of them chose not to
fight for him but to join the Zhou warriors instead. The Zhou king, King Wu, stormed the palace
and declared the Shang Dynasty over, establishing the reign of the Zhou Dynasty instead.
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Introduction
Session objectives




Introduction
Begin by discussing what the children already
know about China. Some may have Chinese
heritage or may have visited. Brainstorm what they
know about the modern country or, if you have
time, give them opportunities to research and
present back to the class some key facts.
Hand out atlases and challenge pupils to locate
China. Explain to the pupils that over the next few
weeks they will be studying the first society of
people in China for which we have written and
archaeological evidence.

Resources
- Atlases or world
maps
- Dictionaries
- Resource 1a (one
per pupil)
- Resource 1b (one
per pair)
- Internet access

Main Session
Explain that the Shang Dynasty ruled part of China from about 1600BC to 1046
BC, during China’s Bronze Age. If you have a World History timeline on your
classroom wall, ask pupils to look at what else was happening around this time
(or you could look at this interactive one:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/primaryhistory/timeline/timeline.shtml). Ask
pupils to discuss what they think a ‘dynasty’ is and then to use a dictionary to
find an agreed definition.
Watch this introductory video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dEYqzkbMZWg and then ask the children
to think about what they would like to find out about the Shang Dynasty during
this topic. They should record their questions on Resource 1a. Keep or display
them so that you can refer to them during the topic as answers come up.
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Session 1
Introduction

Paired Activity
Explain that the pupils are going to make a
fact file about the Shang Dynasty. They will
need to have access to websites or good
non-fiction books about the Shang Dynasty.
Hand out a copy of Resource 1b to each
pair and ask them to use the prompts on the
sheet to complete their fact files. Please
note that all of the information required for
the fact file can be found on this website:
http://www.theschoolrun.com/homework-help/shang-dynasty .
Support: Some of the pupils may need
support to read the information from
websites, especially sites that are not
specifically designed for children.

Extension Activity
As an independent research or homework
challenge, ask pupils to find out about
carbon dating. This is the method that
archaeologists used to date objects from
the Shang Dynasty period. Scientists use
carbon dating to determine how long a
plant or person has been dead by
measuring the amount of Carbon 14.

Spot Check
Make sure that pupils have
understood the concepts of
AD and BC and that they have
a sense that China during the
Shang period would have
been very different to modern
day China.

Plenary
Using the information from
their fact files, ask pupils to
generate true or false
questions for the rest of their
group to answer.
Finish by asking the children
to discuss how they think
historians know these facts
about the Shang Dynasty. Do
not worry too much about
having the correct answers
yet as we will cover this in
later sessions, but for now
get the children thinking and
brainstorm some of their
ideas.
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Session 2

Settling

Down

What was it like in settlements around the
Yellow River Plain?
Session objectives




Introduction
Find the Yellow River (sometimes called Huang
He) on Google Maps or in atlases. Explain that
early settlements of the Shang Dynasty developed
in the valleys around the Yellow River. Ask pupils
to brainstorm good reasons for people settling
near a big river. Then ask them to think about
some of the disadvantages or dangers of settling
next to a river. Using Resource 2a either as a
whole class or in small groups, ask pupils to match
up some of the problems posed to early settlers
by the Yellow River with some of the solutions that
they might have created.

Resources
- Atlases or web
access
- Resource 2a
(enlarged or one
per small group)
- Resource 2b (one
per pupil)
- Modelling
materials
(optional)

Main session
Explain that along the Yellow River Plains there were numerous Shang
settlements. Some were small farming villages and others were thriving
cities. Cities had temples and palaces at their centres and everything else,
like the fancy wood and clay houses of priests and warriors, was built around
them. There were enormous guarded earthen walls around the city that
would act both as defences against the unpredictable river and as a way of
keeping enemies out. Poorer people like craftsmen and farmers had to live
in mud huts outside the city walls as their work was often dirty, noisy or
smelly. Farmers and craftsmen would come along dirt roads to deliver their
goods to the city through special gates in the city walls.
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Session 2
Settling Down

Individual Task
Pupils will design a plan of a Shang City
near the Yellow River. Use the checklist on
Resource 2b to make sure that they have
the correct features inside and outside the
walls. They will need to label their city and
make sure that it includes a large earthen
wall with towers and gates. It will also
need dirt roads that lead from the city
gates to the craftspeople and the farming
villages.
When the plans are finished, you might
decide to extend the project by turning the
plans into model cities using card, paper
maché or junk modelling materials.
Extension Activity
Challenge pupils to find out about one of
the archaeological sites in modern China
were Shang city ruins have been
discovered. Historians have learned a
great deal about the Shang Dynasty from
these excavations. Good sites to research
include Yin Xu and Zhengzhou.

Spot Check
Ensure that the pupils
understand that not all people
lived in cities and that in fact
most ‘normal’ people lived in
farming villages or
communities of craftspeople
outside the city walls.

Plenary
Ask pupils to imagine that
they live in the city they have
designed. They will have to
decide what kind of person
they are going to be and
whether they live inside or
outside the walls. Then they
should explain to their
partner what their city is like.
Choose one or two pupils to
present to the whole class and
answer questions in role as a
resident of their city.
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Session 3

Let

it

Grow!

Let

it

Grow!

How did Shang farmers provide food for their
society?
Session objectives
 To find out about Shang farming
and irrigation techniques.
 To know what foods would have
been grown by Shang farmers.
 To give examples of what people in
Shang times might have eaten.
Introduction
If you can, bring in a selection of the
following foods: millet, ginger, tea, pak
choi, soybeans (or soybean oil), star anise,
peach, milk, eggs. Ask the children to
name the foods and sort them into those
they recognise and those they do not.
Explain they these are examples of food
that would have been grown or produced
by farmers and made available to people
in the Shang Dynasty. Ask children to
describe their own experiences of these
foods as well as the textures, smells and
tastes where appropriate.

Resources
- Examples of Shang
foods (e.g. millet,
ginger, tea, pak
choi, soybeans, star
anise, peach, milk,
eggs)
- Resources 3a and 3b
- Recipe ingredients
from Resource 3b
- Compost, trays and
coloured water or
juice.

Main Session
Explain that Shang farmers overcame the problem of the regular flooding
of the Yellow River by building irrigation channels. Read the story of Yu
the Great (Resource 3a), asking the children to explain afterwards how
the practice of building irrigation channels began, according to legend.
The deep irrigation canals channelled water from the Yellow River into
the fields, supplying water to the crops. Show a good image of irrigation
channels like this one:
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/551902129312742748/.
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Session 3
Let it Grow! Let it Grow!

Group Activity 1: Shang Porridge Recipe
This activity is intended to be completed with one
small group at a time in a supervised cooking space
while the other pupils complete Activity 2. Explain
that millet was a very important crop in Shang times
and would be one of the main grains eaten. Follow
the instructions on Resource 3b to make Ginger
Millet Porridge. You should be able to get hold of
millet easily in large supermarkets or grocery stores.
Support: Help pupils who will need extra support in
using hot cooking equipment and following
instructions accurately.
Group Activity 2: Yu the Great’s Irrigation
Ask pupils to recall what they learned about the
irrigation channels from the story of Yu the Great.
Give pupils the chance to explore for themselves
how to build irrigation canals in a tray of compost.
They will need to dig a river bed down the middle
and add coloured water or juice until the river is
filled almost to the top. Explain that any more water
would flood so they will need to build irrigation
channels coming out from either side. Sprinkle some
seeds in the compost to represent crops.
Extension Activity
Challenge pupils to create an investigation by
changing one variable, perhaps the angle or depth
of their channels, or to see how they could
strengthen them to make sure that the crops do not
get washed away.

Spot Check
Ensure that pupils
understand that
almost all food for all
citizens of the Shang
Dynasty was grown
by Shang farmers and
brought into the cities.
They had an important
job to do and if their
crops flooded then
everybody could be
affected.
Plenary
Let pupils taste the
millet porridge. You
might also like to
prepare black tea to
try. Ask pupils to
comment on the taste
and texture of the
porridge. Poor people
in the Shang Dynasty
would have had a lot
of millet in their diets,
although the rich
would have been able
to afford meat and
millet wine.
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Session 4

Time

to

Worship

What were the religious beliefs of the
Shang Dynasty?
Session objectives

Introduction
Explain that religion in the Shang Dynasty was based on
two important beliefs: animism (the belief that all
objects in the natural world have souls or spirits) and
veneration of ancestors (the belief that the sprits of
deceased relatives continued to be present in the family
and had influence over the living world). Take a look at
www.ancientchina.co.uk/tombs/story/sto_set.html and
read through the story together to discover some of the
ways that Shang people tried to please and worship their
ancestors, asking them to intervene in situations for
them. Then, give a copy of Resource 4a to each small
group and ask them to match the situations with the type
of religious practice that might have taken place.

Resources
- Internet access
- Resource 4a
(one per group)
- Individual
whiteboards
- Resource 4b
(one each)
- Enlarged
version
of Resource 4b
- Resource 4c
(one each)

Main Session
Tell the pupils that in addition to ancestors, Shang people also worshipped
different gods. There was the supreme god, called Shangdi, who was believed
to have ultimate control over human destiny and forces of nature. There were
also a number of other gods, usually nature goods, such as the gods of the
moon or sun, and mythical creature gods like dragons who ruled rivers or
lakes. Ask pupils to research images of Shangdi and use their findings to fill in
Resource 4b. They will have to use their imagination to draw representations
of some of the other gods as people only tended to make statues and images
of Shangdi, so archaeologists have no images of the others.
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Session 4
Time to Worship

Individual task
Ask pupils to imagine a possible
scenario for a Shang peasant, such as a
flood, a drought, a war or time for new
crops to be sown. Pupils should
imagine what their Shang peasant
might do to call on the gods or their
ancestors for help, such as sacrificing
an animal, holding a festival or
appealing for their ancestors to
intercede with Shangdi on their behalf.
Pupils should record their ideas on the
storyboards on Resource 4c.
Extension Activity : Turn the
storyboards into pieces of extended
creative writing.
Link the learning
Link the storyboard to an ICT
project by making a computerised
animation or stop-motion video of
the scenarios.

Spot Check
Check that the pupils
understand that Shang
people believed that
pleasing their ancestors
would have a direct
influence on what
happened in their lives.
Plenary
Ask pupils to reflect on
similarities between Shang
beliefs and modern
religions that they know
about. Remind pupils that
Shang people asked their
ancestors to intercede with
Shangdi on their behalf and
ask if pupils can make
comparisons to any modern
faiths where someone or
something is required to
intercede to God on the
behalf of believers.
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Session 5

Written

on

the

Bones

Session objectives

Introduction
Ask pupils to think about what life would be like
if we could not write anything. What would the
consequences be for the way we organise our
society? Explain that many societies from the
time of the Shang Dynasty had not developed a
system of writing. However, the Shang Dynasty
was famous for creating one of the oldest writing
systems in the world. It was based on a series of
characters, called ideograms, that represented
ideas or objects. Modern Chinese writing has
evolved from this. Play the symbols games from
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/writing/challenge/cha_set.html to
see if pupils can guess what some of the
ideograms meant.

Resources
- Internet access (one
computer per small
group or pair)
- Resource 5a (one per
pupil)
- Resource 5b (one per
pupil)
- Clay
- Clay-working tools to
shape and carve into the
clay.

Main Session (Part 1)
Ask pupils to find out a bit more how the Shang used their writing system.
Visit http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/writing/home_set.html and draw
attention to the main text as well as the three additional sections at the bottom
(Story, Explore and Challenge) before allowing pupils to access the website
in smaller groups. Give out copies of Resource 5a and ask the pupils to work
in pairs or small groups to take notes under each of the headings on the sheet,
based on the information on the website.
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Session 5
Written on the Bones

Main session (Part 2)
Show pupils some images of oracle bones that have
been discovered by archaeologists, like these:
http://udi.lib.cuhk.edu.hk/projects/oracle-bones/view-oracle-bone.
Explain that oracle bones were used by kings to
predict the future or to make decisions by asking
the gods questions like ‘Should we go to war?’ or
‘Will we capture anything on our hunt?’. A priest
would carve the king’s question onto a bone or a
tortoise shell and then insert a heated rod onto it,
causing it to crack. The priest would interpret the
cracks to find an answer to the king’s questions.

Individual task
Pupil will make their own clay oracle bones,
following the instructions on Resource 5b, and will
carve a question into it. You could use the Shang
symbols on the resource sheet or find more online,
such as these:
http://www.omniglot.com/chinese/jiaguwen.htm .

Spot Check
Check whether the
pupils have
understood that
historians have been
able to learn a lot
about life in Shang
times from writing
they have
discovered, such as
oracle bone
inscriptions.

Plenary
Display pupils’ work
and ask them to
‘interpret’ the
questions on the
oracle bones by
using the resource
sheet as a guide to
ideograms.

14

Session 6

How

to

Rule

a Dynasty

What did the rulers of the Shang Dynasty do?
Session objectives

Introduction
Discuss what makes a good king. Philosophers
and historians from later Chinese times said that
each dynasty was established by a good ruler
and ended because of a bad ruler who did not
behave in an appropriate, moral way. The line of
Shang kings usually passed between brothers or
uncles and nephews. Explain that kings of the
Shang Dynasty had many responsibilities and
ask pupils to list on their whiteboards what they
think these might have been. Kings were
expected to keep state peace and maintain
control, wage military campaigns, act as high
priests and to be in charge of the many
workshops producing fine goods like jade and
bronzes.

Resources
One copy of
Resource 6a
Individual copies
of Resource 6b
Art materials as
required for
making props.
Note
- You may wish to
divide this lesson
over 2 sessions in
order to complete
both group activities.

Main Session
Read the story of the first king of the Shang Dynasty from Resource 6a.
Once the pupils have listened to the story, ask them to retell it to a partner,
emphasising that this story is probably a legend and was probably passed
on through storytelling. Historians do not yet have enough evidence to say
whether the story is true or not. Listen to one or two of the retellings and
discuss whether there were any parts missed out. Explain to pupils that
they are going to prepare a retelling of the story in small groups.
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Session 6
How to Rule a Dynasty

Group Activity 1 - drama
Put the children into small groups (ideally
5 or 6) and ask them to prepare a small
drama to retell the story of King Shang.
They may create one or two small props.
Extension: You could ask the pupils to
write down their drama as a play script,
using the correct literary conventions.
Support: Support pupils who will find it
difficult to participate and cooperate in
group work.
Group Activity 2 – Persuasive Argument
Explain that Shang kings constantly waged
war against tribes outside their kingdom.
The Shang were fierce in battle and used
deadly bronze weapons and horse-drawn
chariots. Peasant farmers would be called
from their fields to join armies in times of
war. Often the Shang armies would
capture thousands of prisoners of war and
turn them into slaves or human sacrifices.
Use Resource 6b to prepare a persuasive
argument about whether or not the Shang
were right to use their prisoners in this
way.

Spot Check
Check that the pupils
understand how the legend
of the first king would have
been passed on over time
and could have changed, just
like a message in the game
of Chinese whispers.
Plenary
Give the groups a chance to
perform their version of the
story or to present their
persuasive arguments that
they have prepared. You
could take feedback from the
audience about how well the
groups made the story come
alive through their drama or
put across their points in the
debate. Remind the children
that how well the king
performed in both battle and
in everyday affairs would
affect how long his dynasty
survived.
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Session 7

Piecing

it

Together

Session objectives

Introduction
Resources
Explain most of what we know about the Shang Dynasty
Internet access
comes from objects that have been unearthed by
Resource 7a (one
archaeologists, many of which were found in tombs
per pair)
because they were buried with their owners. Watch this
Resource 7b
video
(enlarged copy)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9VKZoa88OKU
Resource 7b (one
from 3.50 to the end of the first part to find out what sort
per pair)
Paper-maché
of objects have been found in some of the tombs, asking
pupils to take notes on their whiteboards as they watch
equipment,
Then use Resource 7a to introduce the vocabulary
balloons or paper
associated with some of the major types of Shang
bowls, paint,
artefacts found by archaeologists, asking pupils to work
cardboard,
marker pens.
in pairs to match the words to their definitions.
Alternatively, you could turn it into a Pictionary-style
Main
Session
game to
familiarise the vocabulary.
Explain that part of an archaeologist’s job is to piece together a picture of the
past based on lots of different pieces of evidence. Each individual artefact only
gives us a small amount of information about the Shang Dynasty and sometimes
historians make deductions from the objects without being certain. Enlarge a
copy of the evidence table in Resource 7b and ask the pupils to help you read
through the information about the first artefact, making their own suggestions
before you reveal the example answer in each column. You may need to spend
some time explaining what it means to deduce and to help the pupils tell the
difference between what we can tell with certainty and what we can deduce
from the evidence before they fill in the rest of the table in pairs.
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Session 7
Piecing it Together

Individual Task
Tell the children that they are going to design
and make their own version of a ding, a
ceremonial vessel used for offering food to the
ancestors. A Google Image search for ‘Shang
Dynasty ding’ will quickly bring up lots of
images to compare. Dings were usually made
from bronze and decorated with patterns or
images of animals. They were usually round with
three legs, although occasionally they were
rectangular. Ask children to draw a round, threelegged ding with an animal design on it. They
will then make it by creating a paper-maché
bowl shape moulded round half of an inflated a
balloon or a round paper bowl with three
cardboard legs attached to the bottom. Once
several layers of paper maché have been
applied, they can paint it bronze or gold (or
yellow if you do not have metallic paints) and
add their pattern design with brown paint or
marker pens.
Extension
Challenge pupils to research the bronze casting
methods used by Shang craftsmen to make
bronze objects from prepared moulds. Then let
pupils make a virtual casting at
http://etcweb.princeton.edu/asianart/interactives/bronze/bronze.html

Spot Check
Ensure that the pupils
understand that much of
what we know about the
Shang Dynasty comes
from lots of different
evidence pieced
together, and that much
of it is based on
deductions from
artefacts found by
archaeologists.

Plenary
Ask pupils to discuss
why we know a lot more
about rich people from
the Shang Dynasty than
about peasants. Think
about the kind of
materials that last over
time and who would
have been able to afford
such things. How do you
think that our own
culture will be
documented in 1000
years time?
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Session 8

Who

was

Fu

Hao?

Why is Lady Fu Hao’s tomb significant to
historians?
Session objectives




Introduction
Explain that when people were buried in Shang
times, their possessions were often buried with
them to take to the afterlife, especially if they were
rich. Sometimes people even buried their servants
and animals with them. In 1976, archaeologists
discovered the tomb of somebody called Fu Hao.
From the objects in the tomb, they were able to
piece together a picture of who this mysterious lady
was. Hand out copies of Resource 8a and ask pupils
to work in small groups to draw and discuss some of
the objects found in the tomb and to work out what
they might be able to tell us about Fu Hao.

Resources
- Resource 8a
(one per group)
- Internet access
- Large paper,
card or clay,
scissors and glue.

Main Session
Read the story of Fu Hao from
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/staff/resources/background/bg7/bg7pdf.pdf , or

hand out copies for pupils to read. Ask pupils what they think was unusual
about her as a Shang queen. Children can see images of some of the
objects from Fu Hao’s tomb by searching online. Remind children that
Shang people believed that they would take the objects with them to the
afterlife and so they would need protective weapons, beauty items such as
hair clips, good luck charms and money (Shang people used small shells,
not coins, for money). Ask children to imagine that they were a Shang king
or queen and to make a list of which objects they would want to be buried
with them.
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Session 8
Who was Fu Hao?

Individual Task 1 – Build a Royal Tomb
Children will design and make a Shang royal burial
tomb. They should make a list of weapons,
artefacts, beauty items, servants, animals or money,
researching Shang burial objects online for more
details if required. They will make the tomb by
sticking several large pieces of paper together and
drawing round a body. They will then create the
artefacts out of card, paper or modelling clay and
attach them round the edge of the ‘body’.
Individual Task 2 – Persuasive Letter
Ask pupils to imagine that they are one of Fu Hao’s
servants and that she has decreed that when she
dies, they will be buried alongside her. Ask them to
write a letter to Fu Hao, persuading her to spare
your life and allow you to escape the burial, even
though it would be seen as an honour by many.
Support: Work with pupils who will need help to
organise their arguments and to make their writing
persuasive.
ICT Link
Choose objects for a royal tomb online by visiting
http://www.ancientchina.co.uk/tombs/challenge/cha_set.html

and selecting the most suitable objects for a Shang
queen.

Spot Check
Check that pupils
understand that
wealthy people in
Shang times wanted to
protect themselves in
the afterlife and this
was the main basis for
selecting burial
objects.

Plenary
Hot-seat somebody as
Lady Fu Hao and
encourage the class to
think of questions
about her life and in
particular about her
role in military and
religious affairs, both
of which were unusual
for a woman. You
could also ask
questions about why
particular objects
were included in her
burial.
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Session 9

Coming

to

an

End

Why did the Shang Dynasty fall in 1046 BC?
Session objectives




Introduction
Remind the children that Chinese philosophers have said
that every dynasty starts with a good leader and ends with
a bad one and that a dynasty usually came to an end when
its king acted in an inappropriate way. They attributed the
fall of the Shang Dynasty to the terrible behaviour of Di
Xin. The fuller story tells us that the Shang Dynasty was
attacked and overcome in 1046 BC by King Wu of the Zhou
clan, who then founded the Zhou Dynasty. Read the story
of the Battle of Muye from Resource 9a, or give out copies
for the children to read. Then ask them to retell the story in
their own words.

Resources
- Resource 9a
- Resource 9b
(enough for one
per pupil)
- Resource 9c
- Internet
access
(optional)

Main Session
Ask the pupils to imagine that they are a Shang peasant from 1046 BC. They are
used to King Di Xin being a cruel and ruthless king, too interested in his own
personal life to care for his people well. He used to torture people in horrible
ways such as making them walk on hot planks and his people became poor
and hungry because he made them pay such high taxes to fund his extravagant
lifestyle. However, many Shang peasants believed that they should stay loyal
to their king because the gods in heaven had given him the right to be their
ruler (this concept is called the ‘Mandate of Heaven’). Tell the pupils that they
must decide whether to stay loyal to King Di Xin in the battle or defect and fight
for the Zhou army instead. Use the statements from Resource 9b to build up a
case for each side of the argument. You could do this as a class or in small
groups.
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Session 9
Coming to an End

Group Task
Ask pupils to prepare for a debate about
whether or not the Shang peasants should
fight the Zhou army or join them instead.
They should use the statements that they
have already sorted from Resource 9b as
well as adding some ideas of their own. In
addition to preparing their own arguments,
they should try to anticipate what the
opposing side might argue and come up
with a suitable counter-argument.
Debate Time
Hold a class debate and encourage good
debating skills including listening well and
answering with a relevant counterargument. You may like to invite an
audience to watch and to decide on which
argument comes across best.
Extension Activity
Challenge pupils to research the Zhou
Dynasty, which was established after the
Shang Dynasty was overthrown. How were
they different to the Shang? What advances
did they make?

Spot Check
Check that pupils
understand that the Shang
peasants did not know
what the outcome of the
battle was going to be, so
defecting to the Zhou
army was a huge risk.
Plenary
Chinese historians use a
model called the Dynastic
Cycle to understand the way
dynasties rise and fall. Have
a look at the diagram from
Resource 9c and ask pupils
to explain the cycle in their
own words. If you have time,
they could make their own
versions of the Dynastic
Cycle on large paper or
using ICT. For more
information, watch this
video:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=t4ADyduFCys

.
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Session 10

Summing

Up

What have we learned about this
period of history?
Session objectives

Introduction
Give pupils cards from Resource 10a and ask them to try to
put the events in chronological order. There are no dates on
the cards, so pupils should have a go at ordering them and
then check by researching the associated dates and writing
them onto the cards. This website might be useful:
http://www.theschoolrun.com/homework-help/shang-dynasty .

Resources
- Copies of
Resource 10a
(one per pair)
- Internet
access

Individual Task
Explain that there are very few information websites for children about the
Shang Dynasty and it is a fairly new topic to primary schools. Ask pupils to
imagine that they were going to build an information website for children about
the Shang Dynasty. They should plan what information would go on the site,
selecting appropriate page headings and key information to be displayed on
each page, trying to include all of the things they have learned during this unit.
Use this as an opportunity to assess their learning. If you have the resources you
could go ahead and build the websites.
Plenary
Take a look at the questions that the pupils generated in the first lesson. Check
which questions have been answered during the unit and allow time to find out
any that remain. Ask pupils what they have enjoyed learning about in this topic
and what they would go on to find out more about if they had more time.
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Resource 1a
My Questions about the Shang Dynasty

24

Resource 1b
Shang Dynasty Fact File
Use the web to find information to complete the fact file.

Key Dates
Year the Shang Dynasty began:
Year the Shang Dynasty ended:
Total number of years of the Shang Dynasty:

Important People
Name of first ruler:
Name of 9th emperor, who ruled for 75 years:
Name of famous queen who died around 1200 BC:
Name of supreme god:
Name of last emperor:

Other Information:
Location of Shang Dynasty:
Produce or goods produced by Shang craftsmen:

Three More Interesting Facts:
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Resource 2a
Early Settlements: Problems and Solutions
Match the problems on the left with the correct solution from the right.

Water from the
river might flood
our houses.

We have built huge
watch towers in the walls
that surround our cities.

Enemies might
attack our cities.

We have made canoes
for traders to
transport goods to
and from other places.

Our crops might be
destroyed by water
overflowing the river.

The river is so big
that it is hard to travel
to other cities to
trade with them.

We have built canals
to divert the water
from flooding our
farmers’ fields.

We have built huge
mud banks and walls to
stop floodwater from
flooding our villages.
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Resource 2b
Design a Shang City
Use the box below to draw your design of a Shang city.
Make sure that you include the items in the checklist.

City Checklist
Inside
Emperor’s Palace
Great temple
Fancy houses for priests
and warriors
Roads

Outside
Wall with gates and
towers
Farming villages
Yellow River
Dirt roads
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Resource 3a
The Story of Yu the Great

Legend has it that hundreds of years before the Shang Dynasty was
established, the Yellow River would flood very regularly. The floods
would be so terrible that they would wash away whole villages and
make it impossible to sustain areas of cropland.
The leader of the tribes called together his advisors and asked them to
find a way to finally keep the floods under control. The advisors chose a
wise man called Gun to be put in charge of devising a plan to put a stop
to the unpredictable floodwaters.
Gun thought long and hard. He came up with a system of building dams
and dykes to try to temper the flow of the river. For nine long years his
people toiled and toiled, but sadly the outcome was only to make the
floods even worse.
When Gun died, his son Yu was asked to continue the important work
of finding a way to control the floods. Leaving his wife behind, Yu set
about trying to analyse his father’s mistakes and he listened to the
advice of experienced labourers. He realised that the water in the river
flowed from higher ground to the lower lands and that he needed a way
to channel the water into one place when it was overflowing.
He ordered his men to dig canals and ditches so that the water flowed
only along these channels and not onto the fields and villages. He and
his men worked tirelessly through rain and shine for thirteen years. He
worked so hard that his body started to wither away and his skin
became sunburnt and wrinkled.
Once the canals had been built, farmers were able to plant seeds in the
fields without fearing that their crops would be washed away.
Everybody said that Yu was a hero and from then on they called him Yu
the Great. He was so popular that he was made leader of all the tribes.
People in the Shang Dynasty passed this story on to each other,
retelling it from generation to generation. The farmers tending to their
crops would happily think of Yu the Great as they grew their produce
without fear of constant flooding.
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Resource 3b
Shang Recipe: Ginger Millet Porridge
Ginger Millet Porridge
Porridge
200g whole milk
100g millet grains, rinsed and drained
200g water
1tsp grated ginger
Choice of Toppings:
Sprinkling of cinnamon
1 Peach, chopped into small squares
2tsp mulberries
1 small orange, split into segments
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Place millet in a saucepan and mix in water.
Add ginger and milk and bring to boil.
Reduce the heat and simmer for about 20 minutes
or until the liquid has been absorbed.
The mixture should be thick and creamy like
porridge. If it becomes too thick you can add
more milk or water.
Serve with your choice of topping.
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Resource 4a
Shang Worship Cards
Match the situations with the way that Shang people might have
responded by worshipping their gods.

It is nearly spring
time and Shang
farmers are
hoping their crops
will grow well this
year.

There has been a
flood and a Shang
craftsman is
worried that the
water might
destroy his
workshop.
A powerful Shang
warrior has
become ill. The
king needs him to
be well again
before it is time to
go into battle.

We will offer
sacrifices of food
and wine to our
ancestors so that
they will stop the
floodwaters.

We will hold a special
festival to honour the
gods. We will use
special bronze vessels
and have food and
music in their honour.
Then they will give us
good luck this year.

We will make human
sacrifices and ask
our ancestors to plea
to Shangdi on our
behalf to ask for
good luck in times of
war.
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Resource 4b
Shang gods
Draw pictures of the different types of gods worshipped
by the Shang.

Shangdi

Nature gods

Ancestors
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Resource 4c
Storyboard Template
Make a storyboard showing three different scenarios
where Shang people might respond by worshipping the
gods in different ways.

1

2

3
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Resource 5a
Research Shang Writing
Use the website www.ancientchina.co.uk/writing to make notes
in the boxes below.

Notes about the story of the ‘dragon bones’

Notes about different objects found with writing on

Notes about different characters or symbols

Other Notes
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Resource 5b
Oracle Bone Instructions
Making a Clay Oracle Bone
Role out clay into a large oval shape, like a shoulder bone
or tortoise shell.
Use a toothpick to inscribe your questions in English or
Shang ideograms onto your bone. Each question should
be an either/or question made up of two or three
ideograms.
Harden clay by air-drying it or firing in a kiln. Varnish if
required.

Shang Ideograms
Use the ideograms below to make your question.

Try these questions, or think of your own ideas:
Will it be rainy or sunny?
Will the king have a child or not?
Should the king go out to the north or the south?
Should we sacrifice a human or animal (meat)?
Will the water be found on the field or the mountain?
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Resource 6a
The Story of King Tang of Shang

Some Chinese philosophers believe that each dynasty started with a good king
and ended with a bad one. According to legend, the first king of the Shang
Dynasty, King Tang, was a good and compassionate leader and that is why the
dynasty established itself so successfully.
After overthrowing the evil King Jie of the Xia Dynasty, Tang became the first king
of the Shang Dynasty. He was popular because he encouraged people to manage
animals well and he lowered taxes so that people did not become poor.
One day, Tang was going out on a hunt. He saw a man who had spread four
enormous nets out over the hunting ground, to be a trap for wild animals. The man
prayed, “I wish that all of the animals in heaven and earth would come into my
nets and be trapped.”
Tang, who was full of kindness for animals, said to the man, “You wish that you
would kill all of the animals. The gods will not grant this request!” Tang took away
three of the nets and told the man to change his prayer, saying instead, “Animals
that avoid the net may escape, but would those destined to be trapped by me
come into my nets.”
Word soon spread about Tang’s wisdom and virtue. Not only animals benefited
from his good nature, but he was compassionate towards his people too. At one
time during Tang’s reign, there had been many droughts and the rivers began to
dry up. This made people much poorer because it had become hard to grow crops
or rear animals to sell. Some families became so poor that they had to sell their
own children. Not wanting to see his people suffer, Tang ordered gold coins to be
made and shared among poor families so that they could buy their children back.
The people were very grateful to King Tang.
However, the droughts continued and Tang was sad. He prayed to the gods,
saying, “Why do the droughts keep happening? Is it my fault? Have I acted badly
as a king? Should I sacrifice myself to the gods so they will look on our people with
favour once again?”
Before he had even finished praying, a heavy rain began to pour from heaven.
King Tang’s people declared that his virtuous heart had moved the gods into
ending the droughts.
Under Tang’s rule, the Shang Dynasty flourished and its territory expanded. He
was so well supported and popular that people began to call him ‘Tang the
Perfect’ and some even said that he must have descended from the gods.
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Resource 6b
Persuasive Argument
Shang Kings constantly waged war against tribes outside their kingdom.
Shang warriors were fierce in battle and used deadly bronze weapons
and horse-drawn chariots. Peasant farmers would be called from their
fields to join armies in times of war. Often, Shang armies would capture
thousands of prisoners of war and turn them into slaves or human
sacrifices.
Read the comments below and sort them into these two categories:
Supporting the way the Shang
used their prisoners

Opposing the way the Shang
used their prisoners

Once you have sorted the comments, build a persuasive argument for one
of the categories, adding your own ideas too.

If you capture somebody in
battle, you can rightfully do
whatever you like with them.

Prisoners of war should
be treated with respect
and never made to be
slaves.

If you capture people in
battle you should release
them back to their tribe as
soon as the war is finished.

Shang Kings should have
known that doing horrible
things to people could lead
to the gods causing their
dynasty to fall.

The Shang needed human
sacrifices to keep the gods
happy. Without sacrificing
the prisoners, the gods would
have given them bad luck.

If the Shang Dynasty
was really a great
dynasty then it would
not have needed to
treat prisoners cruelly.

The Shang needed
their prisoners of war
to be slaves in order to
grow into a great and
powerful dynasty.
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Resource 7a
Shang Dynasty Artefact Cards
Gold

Ding

A long vessel with a handle,
usually used for pouring out
rice wine or millet wine at
banquets. Sometimes they
would have been shaped
like animals.

A thin, slender goblet
with a long stem, used
by rich people for
drinking wine.

Jade Jewellery

Guang

Gu

Necklaces, earrings and
hairpins made from a
hard, green ornamental
stone. It was often
intricately carved with
patterns or animal shapes.

A cauldron-like vessel used
for cooking or for storing
offerings made to the gods.
There were tTwOAoY types and it
would either be round, with
three legs, or rectangular,
with four legs.
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Resource 7b
Evidence Table

Fill in the table to show what you can tell from these pieces
of evidence.
Artefact

What I can
tell for
certain

What I can What else I
deduce
want to
know

Bronze Ding,
highly decorated
including a
written
inscription
honouring the
gods.

- Shang People
used fancy
vessels in their
religious rituals.
- Shang people
worshipped gods.
- Shang people
knew how to
make bronze.

- Shang people
probably made
sacrifices to the
gods.
- Shang people
thought that
honouring the
gods was very
important.

What happened
in their
ceremonies?
What did they put
inside the vessel?

Oracle bone,
inscribed with
questions about
whether the river
will flood.
A whole set of
bronze bells,
each making
different notes.
They have a very
intricate design
on them.
The remains of a
wooden chariot
and the skeletons
of two horses with
bronze helmets.
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Resource 8a
Objects from Lady Fu Hao’s Tomb
Try to imagine what each of these objects would look like and
draw them below. Then think about what each one might tell
historians about who Fu Hao was.

bronze knives/axes/daggers
bronze bells
bronze vessels
mirrors
jade statues of humans and animals
bronze tiger heads
jade/bone hairpins
jade necklaces
ivory drinking vessels
bone arrowheads
cowrie shells
skeletons of sacrificed dogs
skeletons of sacrificed slaves
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Resource 9a
The Story of the Battle of Muye
In Shang times, there was another tribe nearby called the Zhou. The Zhou tribe began
to get bigger and stronger and its leader, King Wen of Zhou, started talking to his
friends and advisors about how good it would be to overthrow the Shang Dynasty and
take control of their land.
King Wen never followed through his desires to defeat the Shang Dynasty, but when
his son Wu grew up and was made king, he decided to fulfil his father’s wishes and
he devised a plot to topple the Shang Dynasty once and for all.
The Zhou army assembled and started to march towards the Shang territory. A Shang
messenger learned about the forthcoming attack and ran to the Shang leader, King Di
Xin, to tell him the news. King Di Xin was a cruel and ruthless king who lived an
extravagant lifestyle. He charged his people high taxes and spent the money on
building a luxurious life for himself. When the messenger arrived, King Di Xin was
busy drinking wine and watching dancers at the palace with his wife, Daji.
King Di Xin was alarmed at the news of the Zhou attack and he called his officials
together for an emergency meeting, asking for his army to be assembled at once.
The officials told him that the army was already busy as the king had sent them on a
mission to capture the Dongyi tribe and they were too far away to be called back in
time to fight the Zhou army.
The king and his officials made a new plan. They would put together an army from the
slaves and prisoners that they kept and they would send a decree that Shang
peasants and farmers would leave their villages and come and join the battle too.
They managed to put together an army of hundreds of thousands of men. “We will
easily capture the Zhou invaders now!” declared King Di Xin.
The two sides met at a place called Muye. However, many of the Shang peasants and
slaves that had been called to fight were feeling resentful. They did not like the way
they had been treated by King Di Xin and they did not want him to be king any more.
They faced the difficult decision of deciding whether to fight for a king they did not
support or to become traitors and join the other side, even though it meant that King
Di Xin might have them tortured and killed. Thousands of Shang peasants dropped
their spears as a sign that they would not fight for King Di Xin, joining the increasingly
powerful Zhou army instead.
When King Di Xin heard of this, he knew that he was in trouble. He locked himself in
his palace and commanded that a feast be prepared for him. Then he ordered his
men to burn his palace, killing himself and destroying many of his precious
possessions.
Once the Zhou army had won the Battle of Muye, King Wu of Zhou stormed the palace
and found the dead body of King Di Xin. He chopped off the corpse’s head and put it
on a flagpole to declare his victory. He announced that the Shang Dynasty had come
to an end and declared himself the first king of the new Zhou Dynasty instead.
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Resource 9b
Defecting Peasants: For or Against?
Imagine that you are a Shang peasant from 1046 BC. You are used to
King Di Xin being a cruel and ruthless king, too interested in his own
personal life to care for his people well. However, you and your friends
have always believed that you should stay loyal to your king because
the gods in heaven had given him the right to be your ruler (this
concept is called the ‘Mandate of Heaven’).
You must now decide whether to stay loyal to King Di Xin in the battle
or defect and fight for the Zhou army instead.

Sort the statements to show which are ‘for’ the
defecting peasants and which are ‘against’.
The gods have chosen Di Xin to be the
King Di Xin does not deserve to be
king. There is no point in fighting
king. He is only interested in himself
against him because this would be like
and he does not care for his people.
fighting against the gods. We must stick
We should fight for a new king
to what the gods have ordained and
instead. It is time that King Di Xin
keep them pleased with us.
learned his lesson.
Maybe the gods have had enough of Di We have worked hard all of our lives
to grow food for the Shang Dynasty.
Xin because he is not a good king.
Why would we now be disloyal and
Perhaps they have decided it is time for
a new line of kings. We should join the fight against it? We should stay true to
our own people and fight loyally
winning side and leave Di Xin to fend
against the invading forces.
for himself.
A new king might lower taxes and make King Di Xin is cruel and powerful. If he
life easier for us and our families. If we hears that we have not fought hard for
join the other side, maybe the new king him, he will have us tortured using one
will honour our decision by treating us
of his horrible methods. He might kill
kindly and fairly.
our families too. We had better do as
he has commanded for our own safety.
You should never betray your own
The Zhou army seem determined to
king. The most important thing is to stay
win this battle. They have better
true to your own leader, even if you do
trained warriors and all of our good
not like him. We will fight hard and
fighters are away in battle already.
defend our land proudly.
We will never win this fight so we
might as well give up and join the
stronger side instead.
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People rebel, invaders
arrive and the dynasty is
overthrown in battles
and bloodshed. The king
is captured or killed and
somebody new
establishes themself as
leader.
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Resource 9c
The Dynastic Cycle
A new dynasty is founded
by a good and powerful
leader. It gains power
quickly and restores order
from the old dynasty. The
new dynasty claims the
mandate of heaven
(blessing of the gods).

Problems occur and the
dynasty goes into a period
of decline. The leaders
become corrupt and
charge people very high
taxes. People become
unhappy and floods and
invasions indicate that the
mandate of heaven has
been lost.

The dynasty thrives. It
enjoys a time of power
and prosperity. It builds
new infrastructure and
brings peace, protection
and increasing wealth to
its people.

Resource 10a
Shang Timeline

Many bronze
artefacts are
produced and the
Shang Dynasty
thrives.

Farmers in early Shang
settlements use canals
to manage floodwaters
so that their crops grow
well.

The Zhou army wins
the Battle of Muye and
the Shang Dynasty
comes to an end.

Tang overthrows the
Xia Dynasty and the
Shang Dynasty
begins.

Lady Fu Hao dies and
is buried in a tomb
filled with many
treasures.

The Xia Dynasty rules
the land around the
Yellow River.

People become
unhappy with their
unkind ruler, King Di
Xin.

Shang rulers begin
to build city states
with palaces and
walls.
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Disclaimers


The author does not give permission for this pack to be
redistributed in whole or in part without permission.



All weblinks are live and correct at time of publication but
may be subject to changes and revisions over time.



All websites listed are for reference only and have not given
endorsement to this product.
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