
GENERAL OLYMPIC EDUCATION ACTIVITY 20

THEME : Ancient Greece and Olympia 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE: To have a better 
understanding of the ancient Olympic Games 
TYPE: Comprehension 
MATERIALS: Pen/pencil 
 
In ancient times - after the dinosaurs, but before 
Europeans came to North America - the Greeks held Olympic Games to honour the winners of 
athletic and artistic competitions. The first official list of Olympic champions dates back to 776 
B.C. (almost 3,000 years ago), but the first Games go back even further. The Iliad - a long story-
poem by the famous Greek poet, Homer - describes the Games that the great Greek warrior 
Achilles organized to honour a friend. The Greeks believed in a sound mind and body. Therefore 
sports were a very important part of the life of every Greek boy. He was expected to take up 
physical training, running and wrestling. These skills helped to make him a better warrior. He 
became a hero in his city if he won an event at the Olympic Games. The Olympic Games were 
held every four years in honour of the god Zeus and were basically religious festivals. One of the 
Games took place each year in Olympia, Nemea, Delphi or Istlunia, resulting in a four year time 
span between each Games. The four-year time span between each Olympic Games became 
known as the Olympiad. Boys and men competed in sports of foot racing, wrestling, chariot 
racing, running, discus, long jump, javelin throwing and boxing. Around the temple grounds 
were buildings related to the staging of the Games: a palaestra (practice gymnasium), a stadium 
(for foot races), a hippodrome (for chariot and horse racing), baths, hotels and facilities for 
athletes and spectators.  

At the Games, an olive wreath was given to the winner. Later the people in his hometown 
presented him with gifts of goods and gold. Sometimes a special gate would be knocked through 
the city wall of his hometown for his victorious homecoming.  

ACTIVITY: Answer the following questions in complete sentence form: 

1. Why were sports important to the Greeks? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Why were the ancient Olympic Games held? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Why would a Greek boy want to win at the Olympic Games? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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THEME : The Ancient Games 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE: To enhance 
understanding of the Ancient Olympic 
Games through dictionary research 

TYPE: Vocabulary  
MATERIALS: A dictionary, paper, pen

During the ancient Games, Olympia was a 
busy place, full of noise and excitement. The 
field near the site was covered with 
colourful tents for the athletes and 
spectators. Poets and musicians entertained 
the spectators, artists sold their work and 
vendors sold food and drink. Women were 
not allowed to attend, but organized their 
own games.  

Day l - The Games began on the day of the 
full moon, with processions, prayers and 
sacrifices to honour Zeus. Just as in the 
Olympics today, the judges swore an oath to 
referee the events honestly and fairly, and 
the athletes swore to do their best and obey 
the rules of their sport.  

Day 2 - The chariot races, the most 
prestigious event of the Games, occurred on 
the second day. As a procession of 
chariots entered, a herald announced the 
name of each chariot owner, his father and 
his home city. The herald then proclaimed 
the Games officially open, and the 
competition began. After the chariot races, 
athletes competed in the pentathlon (an 
athletic competition consisting of five 
different events), which included the discus, 
javelin, running long jump, running and 
wrestling events. Additional running and 
wrestling events took place later in the 
Games.  

Day 3 - The third day began with a religious 
festival to honour the god Zeus. Participants 
joined in a long procession to 1ay special 
and expensive gifts before the altar  of 
Zeus. The boys’ competitions took place in  

the afternoon, and included racing, wrestling  
and boxing.  
 
Day 4 - On the morning of the last day of 
competition, the athletes competed in the 
running events. If you visit the ruins of the 
stadium in Olympia today, you can stand 
on the same spot where the athletes started 
their races nearly 3,000 years ago. The 
afternoon was set aside for wrestling, boxing 
and the “ pankration” . These brutal but 
popular sports were different from what we 
see today: there were almost no rules, no 
ring, and no time limit. The pankration was 
especially tough: it resembled a combination 
of wrestling and judo, including  
slapping and kicking, and was only over 
when one of the contestants surrendered 
or died.  

Day 5 - On the final day of the Games, the 
winners were presented with wreaths made 
from local plants and praised for their 
victories. If they were exceptional athletes, 
the Greeks might have written a song about 
them, or raised a statue in their honour. The 
Games closed with religious ceremonies 
and a banquet.  

 

ACTIVITY: Use your classroom 
dictionaries to look up the words in the 
bold face lettering. Using lined paper, 
write the definitions in your own words. 
Did you find all 12 words? 
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THEME : Decline and Rise of the Olympic 
Games 
LEARNING OBJECTIVE: To better 
understand the development of the Olympic  

Games in the Modern Era  
TYPE: Comprehension/Reflective Thinking 
MATERIALS: Paper, pen/pencil

 
 
By 146 B.C., the Romans had conquered mainland Greece and made it a Roman province. 
Although they became less and less popular, the Olympic Games were still held until 393 A.D., 
when the Roman Emperor Theodosius I ordered the Games to be closed down.  Buildings were 
destroyed by vandalism, while still others were destroyed by earthquakes. Gradually, the site 
became deserted and after many centuries, a swamp covered the ruins.  

Fortunately, in the second century A.D., a writer named Pausanius visited Olympia and 
described in great detail the many buildings and monuments there. In the 19th century,  
archaeologists uncovered the site at Olympia and were able to reconstruct what it must have  
looked like more than 2,000 years ago. This, and Pausanius’s guide book, helped inspire Pierre 
de Coubertin, a brilliant French educator and scholar, to revive the glory of the Olympic  
Games.  

In 1894, Pierre de Coubertin wanted to use a revived Olympic Games to 
convince his fellow French citizens to include more sports programs in 
their schools. Up to that time, few people in France cared very much about 
athletics, but he believed young people needed to train their bodies as well 
as their minds. He was impressed by the compulsory organized sports 
programs conducted in the public schools for boys in England. Although 
not an accomplished athlete himself, de Coubertin felt that athletic 
competitions could lead to better understanding and friendship between 
nations, and to a desire to pursue excellence not only in sport, but in all things.  

As a scholar he had learned about ancient Greece and the ancient Olympic Games. He wanted to 
revive the Olympic Games, and launched an international campaign to garner support for his 
idea.  

At an international congress of sport leaders held on June 23, 1894, de Coubertin presented his 
ideas to revive the Games to representatives from 13 countries. They loved his idea, and voted 
unanimously to organize an international sports event. So began the modern Olympic Games.  

De Coubertin selected the first members of the International Olympic Committee, and began 
preparing for the first Games. On April 6, 1896, the first modern Olympic Games opened in 
Athens, Greece. The five-ring symbol, the motto, the Opening and Closing ceremonies and other 
celebrations were added in subsequent years. 

ACTIVITY: Answer the following questions on a separate piece of paper. 
1. Record two reasons why the Olympic Games declined. 
2. Describe what became of the original Olympic site and how it was rediscovered. 
3. Name the location of the first Olympic Games and explain why they were held there. 
4. How do the Olympics promote world peace? 

 


