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Marco Polo: The Great Explorer and the Silk
Road

Lesson Overview

In this lesson, learners will embark on a journey from Venice to China, following in the footsteps of
Marco Polo. We will explore the challenges of 13th-century travel, the wonders of the Silk Road, and how
one man’s stories changed how the world saw itself.

Learning Objectives

¢ Identify who Marco Polo was and why his journey was significant.

¢ Map the primary route of the Silk Road from Europe to Asia.

¢ Describe at least three "wonders" Marco Polo witnessed that were unknown to most Europeans at
the time.

¢ Create a travel log entry using descriptive language to demonstrate understanding of historical
context.

Materials Needed

e A world map (printed or digital)

Colored markers or pencils

A "Traveler’s Journal" (can be a notebook or loose paper)

Small samples of "Silk Road goods": cinnamon, tea leaves, or a piece of silk fabric (optional for
sensory experience)

Access to a globe or Google Earth

1. Introduction: The 24-Year Adventure (The Hook)

The Hook: Imagine you leave your house today and don't come back for 24 years. You have no phone,
no GPS, and no internet. You travel thousands of miles on camels and ships to a land where people use
"burning black rocks" for heat and pay for things with paper instead of gold coins. When you finally
come home, your own family doesn't recognize you! This is the true story of Marco Polo.

The Goal: Today, we are going to learn how Marco Polo’s curiosity helped connect the East and the
West, and why his book "The Travels of Marco Polo" became one of the most famous books in history.

2. Body: The Journey of a Lifetime

Phase 1: Who was Marco Polo? (1 Do)

Marco Polo was born in Venice, Italy, in 1254. At age 17, he set off with his father and uncle on a
massive journey to China (then known as Cathay). They weren't just tourists; they were merchants
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looking for spices, jewels, and silk. They traveled the Silk Road—a network of trade routes connecting
Europe and Asia.

Key Facts to Share:

¢ He spent 17 years serving the Great Khan (the Emperor of China).

¢ He was one of the first Europeans to see the Pacific Ocean.

¢ He didn't actually write his book! He told his stories to a cellmate named Rustichello while he was
in prison after returning home.

Phase 2: Mapping the Silk Road (We Do)

Let's look at our map together. We are going to trace the route. Use a red marker for the journey to
China and a blue marker for the journey back.

1. Start in Venice: Mark a point in Italy. This was a city of canals and ships.

2. The Middle East: Move through modern-day Turkey and Iran. Imagine the hot deserts and the
"Ships of the Desert" (camels).

3. The Mountains: Trace the path through the Pamir Mountains. It was so high and cold that Marco
said birds couldn't fly there!

4. The Gobi Desert: Cross the vast sands into China.

5. Arrival: Mark Beijing (Khanbaliq). This is where Marco met Kublai Khan.

Check for understanding: Why do you think people traveled in large groups called "caravans" instead of
alone? (Safety from bandits, shared supplies).

Phase 3: The Wonders of the East (I Do/We Do)
Marco Polo saw things that Europeans thought were magic or lies. Let’s discuss three of them:

¢ Paper Money: In Europe, coins were made of heavy gold or silver. Marco was amazed that the
Khan could just print money on paper and everyone used it!

¢ Coal: He described "black stones" that burned better than wood. Europeans had never seen coal
used for heating.

¢ The Postal System: The Khan had a "pony express" where riders could deliver messages across
the empire incredibly fast.

3. Independent Practice: The Merchant’s Log (You Do)

The Activity: You are a member of Marco Polo’s caravan. You have just arrived at a bustling
marketplace along the Silk Road or at the Palace of Kublai Khan. Your task is to write one journal entry
(at least 5-8 sentences) and draw one "artifact" you found.

Your entry must include:

¢ What the weather is like (Is it a dusty desert? A cold mountain?).
¢ One thing you saw that surprised you (paper money, silk, spices, or the palace).
¢ How you are feeling (Exhausted? Excited? Homesick for Venice?).

Success Criteria: A successful entry uses descriptive adjectives and mentions at least one historical
fact learned in the lesson.
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4. Conclusion: Recap and Reflect

Summary: Today we learned that Marco Polo wasn't just a traveler; he was a bridge between two
worlds. By sharing his stories, he made Europeans curious about the world beyond their borders, which
eventually inspired other explorers like Christopher Columbus.

Closing Questions:

¢ What was the most surprising thing Marco Polo saw in China?
¢ If you had to travel for 24 years, what is the one thing you would miss most from home?
¢ Do you think Marco Polo exaggerated his stories, or was he telling the truth?

Assessment

¢ Formative: Observation during the mapping activity and verbal responses to the "Wonders"
discussion.
e Summative: Evaluation of the "Merchant’s Log" for historical accuracy and creative detail.

Adaptations & Extensions

¢ For Struggling Learners: Provide a "fill-in-the-blank" journal template and focus on mapping
only three major stops.

¢ For Advanced Learners: Research the "Silk Road Spices." Have the student identify three
specific spices (like cinnamon, ginger, or pepper) and find out what they were used for in the
1300s (medicine vs. food).

¢ Digital Option: Use Google Earth to "fly" from Venice to Beijing to see the terrain Marco Polo had
to cross.
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