Vernette Chance

Whale Rider and Mythology

Global Learning Unit

Overview: The students for whom this unit is designed are 6th, 7th, and 8th graders at two public middle schools, one a Title 1 school the other a magnet school which focuses on cultural arts. The group at the Title 1 school includes five students, two of whom will be new to the building. The group at the magnet school is made up of four returning 8th graders, one 7th grader, and three students who are new to the school. 

Partners: Learning partners are most likely to be drawn from ePals, emailings, google earth, and GlobalSchoolNet, but I will need to do more exploring before I can be sure what will work for the project.

Special Considerations: The groups are small, and at neither school is there a room specifically for the class so technology will probably have to be brought in and returned each day that it is used. Computer classrooms are in use and computers in the labs at both schools are so old and slow that it takes about 10 minutes to get online and working. This is not helpful when one is working with middle school students with very short attention spans.

Primary Learning Outcomes: Students will read Whale Rider and explore the mythology of New Zealand by researching online and by making contact with other students studying mythology or with students in New Zealand. In the process they will be introduced to e-Pals and other sites and will learn about Maori history and culture, including the mythology involving whales. Students will also begin the process of learning to manage the technology needed to participate in an exchange with students from New Zealand (ePals, interviewing etiquette, question writing, and video conferencing). They will be able to explain the connection between myth and history and will share their findings and ideas with another group of students via the Internet and possibly during a videoconference. We will probably begin by finding a group of students in the US with whom to communicate and then work at going global.

Assessments: A pretest about the mythology, history, and geography of New Zealand will help to focus areas for research. Another pre-evaluation will ask students to list and rank their knowledge of technology such as Internet sites, and of PowerPoint construction, which includes other media. When students go online, there will be data sheets, which they will have to complete with information about the source and the information collected there and will include a critique of the usefulness of the site. Students will create questions to use in exchanges with other classes and will practice interviewing techniques. These tasks will be evaluated using a rubric created by the teacher.

Finally, the group’s overall work will be presented in the form of a presentation to another group in the building using technology such as video clips, PowerPoint’s, etc.

A rubric will help guide the students’ presentation and will be used to evaluate the final product and performance. One 30-minute session in the computer lab after the performance will be used to compose a reflection of what was learned and how that learning was important. 

Global Learning Frameworks

Mythology/ Whale Rider
Goals and Outcomes: Students will be able to use technology to do background research on the topic and will be able to identify useable sources.

Students will be able to use technology to connect with students in another classroom and share questions and ideas.

Students will be able to construct questions, which will contribute to an open discussion of topics identified as central to the sharing.

Students will learn the difference between discussion and argument and will practice responding objectively rather than emotionally to challenges.

Standards Addressed: This project will include reading, researching, writing, and communicating orally.

Using the Kansas State Standard for Reading for 7th grade, standards met include 1.3.2, 1.3.4, 1.4.4, 1.4.5; for literature 2.1.1, 2.1.4, 2.1.5, 2.2.1, 2.2.2, 2.2.3 (these three are particularly applicable because they deal with myth and culture); writing (expository) 1.2.3, 1.2.4, 

This unit addresses all four standards of the 21st Century Library Learning Skills that as they appear in the draft.

Frameworks Questions: The 21st century skills targeted are working cooperatively, using technology to accomplish the task, broadening personal vision to include other countries and cultures which impact 21st century life, and promoting an appreciation of and respect for the environment and problems which it.
Design Considerations

Mythology/Whale Rider

Cultural contrasts in the classrooms: The students are really very much alike culturally. The one difference I noticed in working with them last year is that the students at the cultural arts magnet are almost all members of families who attend church. Two of the boys at the Title 1 school are openly critical of religion and profess to be atheists, which shocked the third boy, but not into silence. This information was volunteered as we were talking about Dante. No one has traveled outside the United States, and few have traveled beyond going on family trips to visit relatives or amusement parks.

Degree of contrast desirable between partners: There needs to be a pronounced difference to provoke the curiosity of my students and to broaden their view of the world.

The other students might be just as homogeneous within their own classroom, but it would help if they were very different in background from my urban video game players. 

How will partners be found? I think that ePals will probably be the best source to find partners. E Pals lists classrooms looking for partners and projects that those classrooms are working on. I can list what we are doing and also check to see if any that are listed might match.

How will teams be structured? My classes are very small. The class will be a team and then I will look for students willing to work with the technology, students who are good at design, and students who can direct discussions. 

What technologies are available for global learning? Both schools have laptops and computer labs. The computers in the labs are old and pitifully slow; the newer computers are in computer classrooms. We might be able to work a deal to use those occasionally.

The district has the equipment to do video conferencing; I checked last year. There is probably no money to buy memberships in anything. 

What global learning is to be achieved? If we can connect with a class in New Zealand via ePals, students will get a view into life in a very small country where history goes back to a mythical time and where modern life is seeing changes involving many of the environmental and technical problems we face. The first act of environmental terrorism took place in New Zealand: a Greenpeace boat was bombed by the French. I got that “fact” from a man on the street one day on my way to breakfast. What the students will learn from this unit—from the reading of the novel and from connecting with students in the country—is about as substantive as it gets. Connecting with kids in New Zealand is the closest I can come to taking my students there, and taking them there would, I think impress them with the juxtaposition of old and new and how even today myth lives and we are vitally connected to the environment of our planet. Maybe we could even do a virtual tour of the Maori Cultural Center. 

Further considerations: I have to get the books. The novel is out of print. Working on that. I don’t really know where my classes will meet in either building. What I was told seems to be fluid.

Whale Rider/Mythology

Content, Process and Attributes

The content includes the connection between myth and culture in the novel Whale Rider and the connection between history and myth. In addition, students will learn research and question-writing skills, and interviewing techniques. From the research and contact with ePals, they will learn about New Zealand--its history and geography-- and about the culture and customs of the Maoris. We may also get into some social issues concerning the Maoris because there is a very active political movement related to past social injustices. This might match up with similar problems for indigenous Americans. 

The research will be done cooperatively and the teacher and the students will vet questions. E-mails will be sent to students in New Zealand, and hopefully we may eventually connect via video conferencing. Before any of this happens, we will practice discussion skills by finding another group of students stateside who are studying myths, preferably a group that is working outside the box of Greco-Roman mythology. If we could find a group that is researching Native American myths and legends, that would be great.

The global citizen skills that will be increased by this experience will include critical thinking as it is applied to choosing articles which are credible sources for the information needed, problem solving in dealing with cultural differences and how to handle them in questions and discussion, civic literacy in learning about world geography and possibly also US geography if the discussion leads to issues with Native Americans and their culture as mirror images of the issues faced by New Zealand’s Maoris, communication and collaboration skills in dealing with the research of background topics and of operation of electrical equipment within the classroom, and communication skills in communicating with the world partners through e-mails and video conferences. Student will need to show initiative in finding sites for information and in completing tasks in a timely and useful way. Drop the ball, and we are all up the creek. Completing this project will also require productivity, accountability and leadership. They will need to decide who is going to do what and help each other out if there is a glitch in info gathering or equipment operation. If something won’t work when it should, they will need to adapt. If an answer to one of their questions takes a strange turn, they will need to be flexible and follow up with more questions or come up with an answer to a response they were not expecting.

I am almost certain they will come away with knowledge about people and a culture they did not even know existed. I am also almost certain they will be excited and feel that these people are now part of their world and are to be respected. I think they will feel a sense of pride in learning and sharing. Especially if we get into Native American issues, I think they will begin to see their country as others from outside see it. I am expecting them to be impressed by the artwork and history of the Maoris. I have a mask I purchased at the Maori Cultural Center and plan to bring it into the classroom after we finish the novel. Modern craftsmen in the workshop at the center made it, but it is patterned after older traditional masks. I just wish the whale exhibit at Exploration Place would still be here, which brings up another topic: whales and environmental issues affecting New Zealand and the world. This could go on forever. 

Mythology/Whale Rider

Student Assessment and Unit Evaluation

How will student achievement be assessed? 

A pre-assessment will be administered to measure student preferences and attitudes.

A second pre-assessment covering general content: geography, mythology, and history.

When the unit is completed the preference/attitude assessment will be administered again and changes will be noted. 

Students will be given quizzes over skills along the way (question writing, conference etiquette, technology operation).

At the end of the project, students will be asked to write a reflective essay, which analyzes how and what they have gained from the work.

What criteria will be used to evaluate the student global learning outcomes?
A teacher rubric will be used to evaluate student involvement in research, question writing, and technology operation as the project progresses and a conference will be held with each student after the research is complete and before and after the video conference. Students will be encouraged to work cooperatively but students may choose to focus on parts of the project where they feel they have skills that will facilitate progress. For instance, a student or pair of students may work to determine what equipment is necessary and to prepare the equipment for use. Students who are good at design may choose to help with graphics. Cooperating to complete a task; using technology to collect information and to contact partners; creating objective, insightful questions; and practicing discussion skills will be the emphasis of the global learning.

Everyone must help with questions and contribute in some way to the discussion but individual personalities will be taken into account. Introverted students will not be forced to speak, and students who work better alone will be allowed to find a niche but will need to share what they find or develop.

What criteria will be used to evaluate the global learning curriculum unit?
I will make notes during student conferences and as I observe the work sessions, and will ask for student feedback at the end (This would include the post-unit survey). That way I can keep track of potholes and obstacles. I also intend to ask librarians and colleagues to comment on what seems to work and what does not. At the magnet school this will be easy because I work so closely with the librarian and share a room with a teacher who usually stays in the room during my class. At the Title 1 school I will have to invite observers in. 

Instruments of evaluation

I have already commented on rubrics and evaluations. Until I attempt to put this into action, I don’t know just what the assessment tools will look like. But what I have decided to do is to begin the year by reading Whale Rider and then segue into Maori mythology because one of the units the students asked for was mythology. That will lead to researching not only Maori culture but also New Zealand. And from there we well try to make contact with some students via ePals. Before we get to New Zealand, I will find a group in state to practice with. Later we can go back to more traditional Greek and Roman mythology and then students can each choose another culture to research. We may spend the whole year on myths, but I hope not. 

Global Citizenship Reflection

If I can do what I have planned in this unit, and what I have turned in is only the beginning of planning needed to create this project, I think that I will have some kids who are really excited about learning something that is not in the required curriculum, something that takes them out of their classroom and half a world away to an island nation never covered in geography studies, if these kids even study geography. Maybe this will be their Wow! and when they get older, they may make the real trip or a trip to somewhere else that THEY have read about in a book or seen in a movie. Some of them who have read the Ring Trilogy might want to visit New Zealand and see where the movies were filmed. (I also have my journal and my photos from my trip so we could talk about travel journals before we make connections with other students.)

As we make the trip, the students will need to use computers in many ways and will become better at seeing them as more than just vehicles for games. They will learn to share work and to support each other, and they will learn that being excited about learning is not for geeks. 

In his poem “Odysseus,” Tennyson has the Greek hero say, “I am a part of all that I have met.” This encounter with another country and its literature and then students from that country will become a part of my students, and when that happens, they will never be the same again. They will be better informed about the world they live in; they will be less provincial; and they will, in all likelihood, be less likely to judge people they have not met. They will become critical readers of information and thoughtful speakers and writers and useful, responsible world citizens.

There is one problem I did not think of until yesterday and that is that the tension between the Maoris and the white citizens in New Zealand is a situation I am going to have to work around. Maybe going through the Cultural Center could get us connected with some Maori students and then we could also make contact with a classroom of kids that might possibly have other views. My students would then find themselves in the middle of a bigger discussion. This could get explosive, but I think there is a way to handle it.
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