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Lesson Plan: Amazones, Women Master Drummers of Guinea 

8thth grade Social Studies

Context

This lesson has been written to prepare 8th grade Social Studies students in the Waltham schools for the MusicUnitesUs performance of Amazones, the Women Master Drummers of Guinea, to be held at Brandeis University in March, 2007.

Goals

The goals for this lesson are threefold.  First, students will be better prepared to engage with the Amazones performance by having investigated the history and contemporary situation in Guinea.  Second, students will reaffirm and augment several concepts already included in their social studies curriculum (e.g. oral culture, patriarchy).  Thirdly, students will investigate the changing position of women in Guinean society, especially as exhibited by the Amazones themselves and their newfound roles as the cultural transmitters of folktales and stories.
Overview
· Day 1: Women in Guinea – A First Look.  Students define patriarchy and examine some of the consequences of gender asymmetry in present day Guinea by analyzing statistics about the relative income, health, and education of women.

· Day 2: Women in Guinea – Another Look. Students analyze a Guinean folktale, paying particular attention to the “moral of the story,” as well as issues of authorship (in an oral context), power, and identity.  

· Day 3: Women in Guinea – Amazones.  Students read and respond to an essay about the Amazones’ “departure from tradition,” reflecting on what it means for women to assume new roles, especially as storytellers.
Assessment

Informal opportunities for assessment occur during class discussion and pair work.  Both the group presentations on Day 2 as well as the final assignment on Day 3 (a letter) provides a more structured opportunity to assess what each student has learned in this mini-unit.

Frameworks

This lesson augments the work already completed on African history and traditions (emphasizing vocabulary words associated with that unit) and pertains to the following Social Studies Frameworks as published by the Massachusetts Department of Education.

WH1.15 Describe the indigenous religious practices observed by early Africans before contact with Islam and Christianity.

WH1.16 Explain how extended family/kinship and tribal relationships have shaped African cultures, and their effects on the political and economic development of African countries.

WH1.18 Identify the locations and time periods of the empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhay.
Materials
Blackboard

Worksheets (attached)

Overhead projector

Contact: MUUS lesson plan writer Shipley Robertson Salewski for more information srobertson@hds.harvard.edu
Day 1: Women in Guinea – A First Look 
Start-up

Students read “Patriarchy” handout, then compile a class definition by listing important characteristics of the definitions on the board.  After compiling this list of characteristics, briefly discuss patriarchy in the context of our own culture.  How many of these characteristics apply to our country?  Do you see some of these characteristics in your own family or, perhaps, your own religion?  (For example, is your last name from a mother’s side of the family, a father’s side of the family, or someone else? Why?)  Do you think that some of the patriarchal qualities of our society are changing?  Can you think of examples of women in our society who have recently achieved powerful positions?  

Introduction to Guinea/Background Review
In this lesson we are going to focus on the West African nation of Guinea, a country that (like the United States) is traditionally patriarchal, yet (also like the United States) is in the process of change.  One way to begin understanding Guinea and the men and women who live there is to review some of the key facts about the country and its history.

· Briefly review prior unit on the Kingdom of Mali. Locate Mali on the map of Africa (textbook, page193). Was Mali a wealthy kingdom?  How do we know?  What were the main sources of its wealth?

· Locate Guinea on a contemporary map (Guinea is only a small part of the territory the kingdom of Mali used to control.)  Does anyone know anything about Guinea?

· Pass out handout “Guinea: Introduction,” including charts.  In pairs, students review the information about life in Guinea and answer the questions at the bottom of the worksheet.

Initial Conclusions

As a class, review the answers to the questions on the worksheet.  What do they tell us about the lives of women in Guinea?  Do you see a connection between patriarchal societies and the lives of women?  What might some connections be in our own culture?  What about in Guinea?  Are all patriarchies the same?  Is it possible for women to live in patriarchal societies and be considered equal to men?  

Day 2: Women in Guinea – Another Look

Preparation: Write quote on the board for students to see when they begin class:

“I will tell you something about stories…They aren’t just entertainment…They are all we have…to fight off illness and death.  You don’t have anything if you don’t have stories.”  Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony (1977)
Start-up: Students reflect upon the following in their notebooks: 

What is one story that is important in your family?  Who is this story about (for instance, a family member, an ancestor, a historical or religious figure)?  Why do you think it is important to your family?  Do you agree with Silko’s quotation about the importance of stories?

Investigation: Folktales
Pass out copies of the Guinean folktale “The Chief Who Was No Fool.”  Read the story out loud.  Organize four discussion/investigation groups, each of which will concentrate on one of the below themes.  Each group should answer its questions and then write its conclusions up on one area of the board (or poster paper) in order to present its findings to the class at the end of the investigation.  NB: some of the below questions require greater or lesser levels of analytical or inferential thinking.  It may make sense to place students in groups according to their particular abilities.

Gender Descriptions:

· How are the men in the story described?   List specific adjectives.

· How is the woman (Ziah) described?  List specific adjectives.

· Why do you think the storyteller chooses to focus on these specific qualities?

· Does this story show that different qualities are valued in men versus women, or are the same values considered important regardless of gender?

Patriarchy/Power

· Relate this folktale back to yesterday’s discussion of patriarchy.  Find specific examples of where the males in the story hold power over the female. (List examples).

· Are there places where the female (Ziah) holds power over the males?  Where/how?  List specific examples.

· What sort of behavior does Ziah use to get what she wants?  What does this say about her position in her family?

· Who is portrayed as having the most power in the relationship between the chief and Ziah? Why do you think this?  

The Role of Stories

· What is your initial reaction to this story?  How is it similar to or different from stories in your culture?

· African author Chinua Achebe tells us that African folktales have three purposes – to entertain, inform, and instruct.  How does this folktale fulfill each of these three functions?  (List examples of each to share with the class.)

· Focus more closely on the “instructing” part of the story.  What is the “moral of the story”? (In other words, what does it teach?)  What message does it send for men?  What message does it send for women?  How are these two messages different? 

The Role of the Storyteller

· Though men and women have both assumed the role of griots (oral historians), men have traditionally been the public storytellers in Guinean society.  Do you imagine that this story was told by a man or by a woman?  Why?

· Do you think this story would be the same if it were told by different people?  Give examples of how stories might be different if they were told by a griot, or a woman, or the chief of a village. 

· Is it important that different groups of people (regardless of gender, wealth, power, etc.) have the chance to tell others their stories?  Why?  What sorts of power do storytellers have?
· How does this story differ from the “story” that the charts told in yesterday’s lesson?  What does the story communicate that the charts do not?
Day 3: Women in Guinea – Amazones

Preparation

Using either an overhead projector or a computer, project the video from the Amazones website onto the screen so that students can see (and possibly hear) a bit of an Amazones performance. http://www.brandeis.edu/MusicUnitesUS/video-amazones.html

Start-up. Students reflect upon the following in their notebooks:
Think of a tradition in your own culture that is limited (or used to be limited) to only one gender.  Examples might include religious positions only held by males, or dances in which only females can participate.  Describe this tradition.  How would it change (or how has it already changed) if both males and females were allowed to participate?  

Discussion: Relating What We’ve Learned to the Amazones

Read out loud the essay about the Amazones (the text is difficult and will require some explanation).  As a class, or in smaller groups if that is preferable, answer the following questions.

· How does the author describe the situation of women in Guinea?  Give specific examples.

· Why do the Amazones constitute a “departure from tradition”?

· Why is the Amazones’ work important in an economic sense?

· How is the Amazones’ work changing the musical culture/traditions of Guinea?

· Does this essay view this change in a positive or negative light?

· Do you think the Amazones’ work challenges patriarchy?  Why?

· According to the author of this essay, what do many people not know about African rhythms?

· Remembering the presentations from yesterday, why might it be important that women are now telling traditional stories through their drums?

· Do you think that these women tell their stories differently than the male drummers?  What sort of differences might you expect?  How do you think their lives as women in Guinea affect the stories that they tell?

· Why do you think they travel the world telling their traditional stories through drums?  (Why not just write them down and put them in a book?)

Final Project (Finish for HW)

Write a letter to a member of Amazones. (Teachers may want to develop a template to structure this, depending on students’ levels).

This letter should be three paragraphs long, and should follow traditional letter format (with date, greeting, signature, etc).  In the first paragraph, introduce yourself, making sure to explain where you are from and what you knew about Guinea before this unit.  In the second paragraph, describe why you think stories and storytelling are important. You might want to talk about the difference between oral traditions and stories that are written down, the ways that stories can change, or the ways that stories change us.  You could also talk about a particularly important story in your life.  In the last paragraph, explain how you think that storytelling is important to women in particular, according to the investigations you have completed in this unit.  Finally, include at least two questions that you would like to ask the Amazones, about their lives in Guinea, their music, or their culture in general. 

Teachers: pick a couple of questions that are interesting and representative of the class and have students write out the questions on index cards before the performance.  After the performance these students will have a chance to ask the Amazones their questions.
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