
 

Classical Civilizations: Five Major Religious Traditions 
 
Title: Classical Civilizations and the Rise of Five Major Religious Traditions 
 
Overview: In this lesson, students will summarize the essential elements of the five religious 
traditions of the classical civilizations – Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism – 
and their importance to world history. In addition, students will be introduced to the cultural 
studies approach1 to the study of religion.  
 
Course: World History 
 
Topic: Classical civilizations and religious traditions 
 
Lesson Title: Classical Civilizations and the Rise of Five Major Religious Traditions 
 
Lesson Duration: 1 class period 
 
North Carolina Social Studies Essential Standard: WH.H.2 - Analyze ancient civilizations and 
empires in terms of their development, growth and lasting impact.  
 
North Carolina Social Studies Clarifying Objective: WH.H.2.5 - Analyze the development and 
growth of major Eastern and Western religions (e.g., Including but not limited to Buddhism, 
Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, Shintoism, etc.).  
 
Student materials:  

• Nearpod access 
• Graphic organizer 

 
Essential Questions: 

• How do religious traditions influence the development of history and culture? 
• How does history and culture influence the development of religious traditions? 
• What do religious traditions have in common?  

  

 
1 https://worldhistoryconnected.press.uillinois.edu/4.1/moore.html summarized from the text by Diane Moore, Overcoming 
Religious Illiteracy: A Multicultural Approach to Teaching About Religion in Secondary Schools (NY: Palgrave, 2007) 
 



 

Lesson Plan 
 
Engage: 

• In Nearpod, students watch “Faces of Religious Diversity” by HarvardX - 
https://youtu.be/Pi9njWUmkdM  

• In Nearpod, students answer the following open-ended questions: 
o What religious traditions were represented in the video? 
o What observations can you make about the video? What stood out? What got 

your attention? 
• In Nearpod, students post on shared electronic bulletin board. 

o Recall one fact from each of the five religious traditions from the video.  
 
Explore: 

• In Nearpod, students watch video on the historical spread of the five religious traditions. 
- https://youtu.be/AvFl6UBZLv4  

• In Nearpod, students color a world map identifying the expansion of the five religious 
traditions marking an “X” over major sacred sites or cities.  
 

Teacher will review maps students to clarify the expansion of the five religious traditions.  
 

• In Nearpod or Zoom session, Students download the graphic organizer on the five 
religious traditions.  

 
Teacher divides students into five groups assigning each group a religious tradition to reach.  
 

• Using webpage embedded in Nearpod, students research and complete graphic 
organizer on their assigned religious traditions by watching short informational video 
and reading through webpage. Information provided on graphic organizer includes core 
doctrines or beliefs, the founder(s), significant sacred text(s), any significant ritual 
practices, major holidays, or other relevant information. 

 
Explain: 

• In Nearpod, students complete graphic organizer for their assigned religious tradition.  
• In Zoom session, students take turns explaining critical elements of the five religious 

traditions from shared graphic organizer while other students fill in the remainder of the 
graphic organizer.  

• (Optional) Students watch TED-Ed video “The Five Major World Religions” by John 
Bellaimey” (https://youtu.be/m6dCxo7t_aE ) stopping periodically to complete graphic 
organizer.  
 

Teacher will guide and clarify as needed.  
 



 
 
Elaborate: 

• In Nearpod, students watch video titled “Misunderstanding about Religion” - 
https://youtu.be/XHcXgqIqGXs  

 
Teacher reviews the three elements of the cultural studies approach to learning about 
religion. 
 

• In Nearpod on the shared electronic bulletin board and using information from graphic 
organizers, mapping activity, and prior knowledge, students reflect and provide an 
example of each of the elements of the cultural studies approach to the study of 
religion. 

• Religions are diverse and not internally homogenous.  
• Religions are dynamic and changing, not static and fixed.  
• Religions are embedded in the culture, not isolated from them. 

Teacher guides and directs responses provided by students reinforcing cultural studies 
approach to learning about religious traditions.  

Evaluate: 
• In Nearpod, students complete six question quiz on essential elements of big five 

religious traditions of classical civilization and cultural studies approach to studying 
about religion.  

• In Nearpod, students complete survey on understanding of big five religious traditions 
and cultural studies approach to learning about religion. 

• In Nearpod, students complete “and another thing” shared electronic bulletin board in 
Nearpod. 

 
  



Educator Reflection 
 
As I teach, review, and reflect on the lesson, "Classical Civilizations: Five Major Religious 
Traditions," I noted several strengths, weaknesses, and challenges. The lesson also raises 
questions for me as I incorporate religious traditions into the classroom more fully.  
 
There are several strengths of the lesson. These include the following: 
 

1. This lesson is aligned with the North Carolina Essential Standards for World History.  
2. There are essential questions that help to focus the lesson for students and me as the 

class progresses. 
3. This lesson uses technology in its presentation and engagement. The Nearpod platform 

provides access to interactive videos, maps, graphic organizers, and quizzes, enhancing 
the student experience with the content. 

4. There is an opportunity within the lesson for me to adjust as needed based on students' 
prior knowledge and participation.  

 
One of the weaknesses in the lesson that I see is that it serves only as an overview of the five 
major religious traditions. As an overview, it engages in a large amount of content over a short 
period. As such, I have allowed the students to become experts in specific religious traditions 
then sharing with the classroom. I hope that this approach prevents information overload. 
Another weakness of this lesson is that it does not give enough evidence of "lived religion." I 
hope to supplement this approach later in the sequence of the class. With this supplement, I 
hope to better uncover connections of religious traditions to other social categories, such as 
race, gender, class, nationality, sexual orientation, etc. 
 
There are two categories of challenges with this lesson. One challenge is that of time and 
amount of content to be engaged in the classroom. It is a large amount of content for students 
to learn in a short period. The second challenge is technology. If there are some technology 
issues (e.g., Wifi outage), the lesson will be more challenging to teach while possibility losing its 
strong engagement factors.   
 
There are a few questions that this lesson uncovers concerning teaching about religion in the 
classroom.  

1. How much content of religious traditions should be taught? 
2. How can one incorporate the content of religious traditions alongside a "lived religion" 

successfully? 
3. How can students further work with the cultural studies approach to religion in the 

classroom? Case studies? 
 

Classical Civilizations: Five Major Religious Traditions 
Nearpod Preview Link  
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