Language Arts Lesson: 

Autobiographical Talking Sticks


Grades 8-12

Materials:

· Mapping techniques PowerPoint presentation
· Large sheets of newsprint or butcher paper cut from a roll

· Markers

· Peer Group Writing Response handout
· Interpretive text
· Sketch paper

· Pencils

· Acrylic Paint

· Paint brushes

· Water

· 6” X 48”-72” strips of wood (other rigid materials, such as foam core can be substituted for wood)

· Gesso or primer

· Talking Sticks Self-assessment
Project Description:

Students will write an autobiographical narrative based on their life map and then translate their narrative into a series of Ndebele style symbols and paint them on a talking stick.

Objectives:

Students will create a “map” of their lives.

Students will write an autobiographical narrative based on their life maps.

Students will develop a sequence of symbols to effectively communicate the main events in their autobiographical narrative.

EALRs:

1.1 (Writing) The student writes clearly and effectively to develop concept and design  

1.2 (Writing) The student uses style appropriate to the audience and purpose 

1.3 (Writing) The student applies writing conventions

2.1-2.5 (Writing) The student understands and uses the steps of the writing process: prewrite, draft, revise, edit, publish. 

1.2 (Art) The student uses the arts to communicate for a specific purpose 

3.1 (Art) The student uses the arts to express and present ideas and feelings.  

3.3 (Art) The student develops personal aesthetic criteria to communicate artistic choices

Procedure:

Part 1

Two 50-minute class periods

Introduce the concept of mapping and the variety of ways information can be organized graphically. Show your students the PowerPoint presentation of mapping techniques, discussing various ways that one can 

represent information, from timelines to webs to flowcharts. As you show the examples, discuss with the class how that type of map could be adapted to contain the main events of a person’s life. 

Instruct the students that they will now be creating maps of their own life story. Ask them to first brainstorm a list of the main events or milestones in their lives to date. These milestones may have to do with a move to a new town, the birth of their siblings, learning to play an instrument, etc. The types and quantities of events are a personal choice and should reflect what is important to each student about their own life. 

Distribute the large format sheets of paper and markers, and give the students one to two class periods to complete their maps. When the maps are complete, each student can present their design to the class, narrating the events of their life as they go. 

Part Two

Four 50-minute class periods

Discuss the genre of autobiography with your class. Explain that they will now be developing their life maps into a written autobiographical narrative.

Students will start with an outline of their life based on their maps. They will do research and recall details of the facts that they have outlined. Brainstorm with students the ways they can gather the details for their autobiography. Suggest interviewing parents, grandparents or other family members, looking at old family and childhood photographs.  Ask the students for other suggestions. Give students some class time to complete their outline, with a rough draft due by the next class session. (1000-2000 words is a good length for the project).

Introduce the Peer Group Writing Response handout, and review the roles and responsibilities of each student for the other students in their editing groups. Divide the class into groups of four and begin the review process. As the groups work together, circulate and provide assistance where needed. Written responses to the writing of their group members will be due for the next class session.

Continue the writing process through the next several class sessions, until the students have each written a rough draft, and two revised versions of their work resulting in a final draft. Once the final drafts are complete, each student can perform a reading of their work for the rest of the class.

Part Three

Three 50-minute class periods

Introduce the Ndebele Wallpainting Project and the symbols within it. Discuss the designs of the Ndebele artists. Look at different symbols on the mural and interpret their meaning, using examples from the Interpretive Text. Discuss the stories behind the symbols, and the various ways that the artists communicated the elements of these stories through symbol. Include topics such as geometric simplification, abstraction, etc. Discuss the symbols in great detail, particularly the design choices the artists made as they graphically represented concepts and ideas.  

Download and present the example of a student’s story on this website. Discuss how the student simplified the events in his story into symbols that illustrate the narrative. The students will break their autobiography into its main events, similar to a storyboard for a movie. The students will then translate each event into a symbol that fits within a square. Students should sketch ideas on paper before beginning their talking stick paintings.

When the symbols are developed, use gesso to prime the strips of wood. Then, students will divide the wood into a series of squares, and their sketches should be transferred into each square in chronological order. Students can paint or color in their talking sticks. When the project is complete, each student can present his/her design to the class.

Assessment: 

The drafts and narratives of the students can be gathered into a portfolio of work. Presentations can be assessed and students will complete a Self-assessment form.

Extension:

(Math) Look at how another culture uses geometry by exploring tangrams, included in a lesson on this website.

(Art) Research the similarities and differences of uses of art between Ndebele culture and American culture, a lesson included on this website.

