
Monday 18th January 2021 

What was life like for the people of The Shang Dynasty? 

You will need: 

 Pen/pencil 

 Paper/notebook 

 BRAIN! – you need to think during the lesson as well as listen – remember 

what Mrs Martin says about ‘active learning’ – you need to make effort! 

 To minimise distractions – turn the TV off, move your phone and devices, 

get the cat off the laptop!!  

In the lesson today, you are going to learn what life was like for people wll those 

thousands of years ago by exploring: 

 A timeline; 

 A place called The Yellow River in China; 

 The food and drink that people would have had; 

 The social classes of the time – social classes are different groups of 

people who are defined by their standard of living and characteristics. 

You will then have your ‘End of lesson’ quiz! 

Timeline (16:15 in the video) 

You will need to see the timeline that Mr Hutchinson is demonstrating at 

this point as I don’t want to have to replicate it here when there is a 

good visual on the video! 

Mr Hutchinson is placing dates and events on the timeline in order for you to 

have an understanding of where The Shang Dynasty is in the timeline of history. 

He identifies where 2020 is and draws attention to his age which is very close to 

2020 (mine is further away!) 

He then shows where ‘0’ is on the timeline. This is not the start of time but it is 

the time when years started to be counted.  The time previous to this is called 

BCE (Before Common Era); the time after ‘0’ is called CE (Common Era).  This 

may be different to what you have been taught in the past but these acronyms 

are now commonly used so you need to know these for the future! 

He then shows where the Shang Dynasty is on the timeline; 160 years before 

‘0’. The Shang Dynasty lasted around 534 years, ending somewhere near 1066 

(which you should recognise as a significant date in British History!) 

Over 500 years is a very long time and life would have changed within this 

period; for example, 500 years ago in Britain is very different to life right now!  

In this lesson, when talking about life for the people of the Shang Dynasty, it will 

be quite general – it would have been different in different times across it.  The 

main point is that we want to make a comparison between what life was like in 

the Shang Dynasty with what life is like now in 2020 in Britain. 

 



Activity 1 – Timeline 

Go to 13:50 in the video.  Copy the timeline into your notebook, using a ruler 

and neat annotations. 

For your task, you need to add any events that you know about in history to the 

timeline. This may be: 

 Events and periods of time that you have learnt about in school; 

 Events and periods of time that you have read or watched programmes 

about; 

 Events and periods of time that you have been on trips about with your 

family; 

 Events that have been personal to you in your own life, e.g being born! 

 

The Yellow River (13:05 in the video) 

The Shan Dynasty was on the Yellow River which is a river in China which is still 

there now!  Mr Hutchinson has a map which you need to look at to see where 

the river is.  Go to 12:56 on the video. 

The thin blue lines on the map are rivers and Mr Hutchinson points out which 

river is the Yellow River.  Why do you think it is called the Yellow River?  If you 

say that it’s because it’s yellow, you’re right! 

Go to 11:34 on the video.  The Yellow River often looks yellow.  The picture 

shows the Hukou Waterfall which is the biggest waterfall on the Yellow River.  

The Yellow River looks yellow because it is full of silt which is a kind of sand.  Silt 

is usually at the bottom of a river but the silt moves because the river moves so 

fast.  This is a good thing as it makes the soil fertile.  If something is fertile, it’s 

good because lots of things can grow in it.  The people of the Shang Dynasty 

lived around the Yellow River so that they could grow things in the fertile land. 

But it wasn’t all good.  The Yellow River was also called the River of Sorrow.  

Why do you think that it was called this?  Sometimes there would be so much 

silt in the river that it would clog up and the land would flood.  This means the 

river would then drown people or wash their houses away. 

So, in some ways the Yellow River was the river of life as the silt made the land 

fertile which meant the people could grow things to eat.  But, the silt also made 

the river clog up causing floods which would kill people or mean the land could 

not be used to grow things.  This means it was the river of sadness. 

People of the Shang Dynasty would grow wheat around the Yellow River as the 

land was so fertile.  With wheat, you could make flour and the Shang people 

could make lots of flour as it was easy to grow flour.  This enabled them to make 

bread. 

Check your understanding of the vocabulary that Mr Hutchinson has introduced: 

 Silt – sand or mud that is at the bottom of a river; 



 Fertile – the sand from the Yellow River made the land fertile for the 

Shang people allowing them to grow wheat; 

 River of Sorrow – this is what the Yellow River would sometimes be called 

due to the fact that it would flood, drowning people or washing houses 

away; 

 Wheat – wheat can be used to make flour which makes bread. The Shang 

people could feed themselves with this. 

Activity 2 – Sentence work 

Go to 8:37 on the video where Mr Hutchinson has given you three sentence 

starters. 

 Finish these sentences using the vocabulary and information from the 

section about the Yellow River. 

 For the answers, go to 7:42 on the video and check your answers with Mr 

Hutchinson! 

 If you have the answers right, give yourself a tick!  If some of your 

answers need changing, adjust them in a different colour. 

Food and drink (6:52 on the video) 

We have already had a big clue about what the Shang people may have eaten 

due to what they could grow around the Yellow River. 

There are three things that the people of the Shang Dynasty would eat and 

drink: 

 Beer – the Shang people drank lots of beer!  This is because beer can be 

made from the grains that they were growing.  It would go in a barrel with 

yeast and be left to ferment to become beer.  Beer was actually good for 

the people as it contains nutrients just as bread does. 

 Bread – wheat would be used to make bread. 

 Cheese – the Shang people would also eat cheese. 

When people think about China, they think that the people eat rice or noodles or 

drink a lot of tea.  This was not the case for the people of the Shang Dynasty.  

In the northern fields where the Shang people were, it is not a good place for 

growing rice; this is better in the southern parts of China.   

The Shang people would not have grown rice or tea plants; they would have 

grown wheat to make bread and beer. 

Activity 3 – check your knowledge! 

Go to 5:29 in the video.  Work through the sentences that Mr Hutchinson gives 

you to test your knowledge of the food and drink in the Shang Dynasty.  Note 

your answer down and check it with Mr Hutchinson. 

Social Classes (4:33 in the video) 

Social classes are essentially groups of people.  They are grouped together 

based on how much money they have, the types of jobs they have and where 



they live.  Depending on those things, people are thought to be of a certain 

social class. 

What sort of social classes existed in the Shang Dynasty?  These would organise 

the society.  Go to 3:59 in the video for the visual you will need. 

 Working class – these were people who worked all day long like farmers, 

soldiers and craftsmen.  They would grow food, make weapons or pottery.  

They would not have earned a lot of money and would probably not have 

owned their own land.  They were at the bottom of the social class 

system. 

 Noble class – these people would not have had to work so much as the 

working class.  They were people like the royal family, priests and 

landowners.  They owned lots of land and had lots of wealth.  Money was 

not money like we have today – it was cowrie shells.  The noble classes 

would have had lots of servants and not had to work as hard as the 

working classes. 

 The Emperor – he was the richest and most powerful man in the Shang 

Dynasty.  He was at the top of the social class system. 

However, there was one person above the Emperor!  This is a teaser for the next 

lesson.  The Emperor only became the Emperor because of the mandate of 

heaven. Who gives the mandate of heaven?  Well, this is their gods, their 

ancestors.  Shangdi was the name of their main god. 

Activity 4 – Social classes 

Go to 2:22 in the video.  You are going to think about the question: 

How was life different for the working class and the noble class? 

Copy and complete the chart, noting the differences between the two groups of 

people. 

Go to 1:56 in the video to check your answers with what Mr Hutchinson 

has jotted down.  If he has some different ideas to you, add it in to your 

chart in a different colour. 

Final quiz 

Don’t forget to take the final quiz to check your understanding of today’s lesson. 

 


