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This resource is only 
intended for use by 
a single teacher.  If 
you would like to 
share it, you can 

download an 
additional license for 
half price!  Visit your 

“My Purchases” 
page to do this.
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This is a fun challenge for a 
math club or gifted group.

You can also insert it as a 
stand-alone lesson at any time.

Start with the introduction to 
Mayan Numbers (pg 6-7).  

Print the three worksheets for each student 
or pair (pgs 8-10).

Choose one set of Mayan Number Cards to 
print on colored cardstock.  One set has 
numbers marked (pg 13-14) and the other 

does not (pg 11-12).  You can laminate these 
to re-use each year.  

You can also print the explanation pages (pg
6-7), but to save paper, you may want to 
project them onto the board/wall instead.

Allow some inquiry-based exploration.  Let 
students use the explanation pages as 

reference while they work with the cards.

The last worksheet (pg. 10) can be cut into 
thirds to use as warm-ups or quick 

extensions on different days.

Distribute or project these and hand out 
the card sets.  Then, do your best to sit 

back and allow some investigation! (giving 
help as needed)
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Students who 
discover a 

principle on their 
own are more 

capable of 
retaining the 
information.
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We use ten digits in our number system, representing numbers from 0 to 9.
The Mayans used twenty “digits” to represent numbers from 0 to 19.

The Mayan Number System:
A shell represents “zero,” a dot represents “one,” and a bar represents “five.”  So the digit for 
the number “seven” would include one bar plus two dots.  A “sixteen would be represented 

by three bars plus one dot.

Place Value:
When we want to represent ten, we shift our digit for “one” into the “tens place.”

The Mayans used base twenty, so when they shifted their “one” dot to the left, it represented 
“twenty.”

The “zero” shell was used as a placeholder (just as we do).

Here are some examples of the Mayan Number System:
28 36
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A sixteen in the 
“twenties place” is 

worth 320
(16 x 20)

The zero in the 
“ones place” is just a 

place holder.

An eleven in the “twenties 
place” is worth 220

(11 x 20)

An eight in the “ones 
place” is worth 8.
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320

228

How would you determine the value of the first digit in a three-digit 
number?  (What we call the “hundreds place”)?



Try to represent each number using the 
Mayan number cards.

49 107

75 80
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Challenge:  Try to represent each number using the 
Mayan number cards.

467

920
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Use Mayan numerals 
to write each 

number in base 20.

Use our normal 
numerals to write each 

number in base 8.

Use our normal 
numerals to write each 

number in base 6.

44

315

30

400

428

44

315

30

400

428

44

315

30

400

428
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0 1 2 3

4 5 6 7

8 9 10 11
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12 13 14 15

16 17 18 19



Try to represent each number using the 
Mayan number cards.

49 107

75 80
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Challenge:  Try to represent each number using the 
Mayan number cards.

467

920

mathgiraffe.com

ANSWER KEY



Use Mayan numerals 
to write each 

number in base 20.

Use our normal 
numerals to write each 

number in base 8.

Use our normal 
numerals to write each 

number in base 6.

44

315

30

400

428

≡   ≡ 

∙∙    ∙∙∙∙

∙   θ θ

∙    = 

∙   ∙   ∙∙∙

44

315

30

400

428

473

54

620

46

654

44

315

30

400

428

1243

112

1504

50

1552
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