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Storytelling and Oral Traditions (Language Arts, Social 
Studies, Dramatic Arts) 
 
Materials: Blessing’s Bead; Optional: copies of short stories 
such as folktales, fairytales, trickster tales, myths, fables, tall 
tales.  
Prep: None 
 
Day One (Compare and Contrast Oral History to History 

Textbook) 
 
Directions: 
 

1. Read the chapter titles on page 10, “Unipkaat, Old Stories.” Tell students that 
“unipkaat” is the Iñupiaq word for ancient tales and legends. More recent tales 
are called “uqaluktuat.” An interesting discussion on tales and traditions can be 
found: http://www.sacred-texts.com/nam/inu/tte/tte2-000.htm Note that the article 
uses the Canadian spelling, okalugtuak, instead of the Iñupiaq spelling, 
uqaluktuaq. 

 
2.  Read the first paragraph of this chapter: “Everyone at Sheshalik has stories, 

even the Siberians. And their stories, as it turns out, are much like ours. The 
Siberians tell their stories and we tell ours and after a while the words begin to 
weave themselves together into one story. Our story, the story of our people.” 

 
3. Ask, “How was storytelling used by the Iñupiaq and Siberians in this story?” 

 
4. Read the next two paragraphs, starting with “My uncle” and ending with “into the 

rift.” Point out that Saggan is telling the story of when Siberia and Alaska were 
connected by a land bridge. Explain that oral storytelling has preserved rich, 
indigenous histories that are often overlooked in traditional history textbooks. 
Discuss the idea of the geological theory of the land bridge. An animated 
overview of the Bering Land Bridge theory can be found: 
http://www.eckstein.seattleschools.org/elmiller/ss/land_bridge/ Ask, “What is the 
difference between a story that is passed down from one generation to the next, 
and a story that is pieced together, after the fact, from scientific evidence. What 
are the strengths, weaknesses and uses of each?” 

 
5. Draw a Venn diagram on the board or butcher paper, comparing “Oral 

Storytelling” and “History Textbooks.” Compare and contrast how history is 
passed down through both methods. 

 
Responses might include: 

http://www.sacred-texts.com/nam/inu/tte/tte2-000.htm
http://www.eckstein.seattleschools.org/elmiller/ss/land_bridge/
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• Oral Storytelling –Tells history as remembered in a culture; directed 
towards people of many ages; serves to inform and entertain; different 
people take turns telling stories; stories are told by different tellers and 
may change with the teller; include histories and ideas that are 
overlooked or ignored elsewhere; may include emotional experience for 
listener and teller; told as story rather than a third person informational 
narrative. (Note that in traditional Iñupiaq culture, and some other Native 
American cultures, some stories were owned or kept by certain families. It 
was their job to remember the stories and pass them down from 
generation to generation intact, word for word, because there was a 
sense that this was history or spiritual ideology and not to be changed.) 

•  History Textbooks –Tells history as agreed upon by large group or 
educators or other academics or scientists; focuses on mainstream 
history and often ignores indigenous histories (e.g. “Columbus 
‘discovered’ America”); usually told as third person narrative enhanced by 
quotations, photographs, first person narratives; information is revised as 
textbooks are revised and adopted; the printed story doesn’t change. 

• Intersecting Circles –Designed to teach; tell about our past; provide one 
perspective of an event to listener. 

 
6. Tell students that they are going to have the opportunity to be storytellers. Give 

students one session or homework period to select a story to share. Students 
may choose a story from their family or culture, retell a scene from Blessing’s 
Bead, or use a folktale, fairytale, etc. (see optional materials, above) If 
appropriate, consider how these stories might relate to or intersect with scientific 
theory or historical account, such as Saggan’s story of the land bridge, as noted 
in step 4. Have students memorize their tales. Consider suggesting a 3-4 minute 
time limit per story. 

 
Day Two (Storytelling) 
 
Directions: 
 

1. Have students practice their stories. Encourage them to personalize stories by 
adding their own language to describe setting, characters, emotion. 

 
2. Have students practice modulating their voices. Ask them to consider when their 

voices might be softer or louder in their stories. 
 

3. If time permits, have students practice stories in front of a mirror in the bathroom, 
classroom, or at home. Have them watch their own bodies while they speak. 
Encourage students to experiment with hand gestures and body movements. 
Some students may need to learn the phrase “Less is more” and chose only two 
or three gestures or movements for their story. 

 
Closure: Students perform stories for the class. To make a more comfortable 
atmosphere, have students sit in a circle. The storyteller may tell the story from their 
seat, sit on a stool, or stand. (It’s not important that the storyteller stand in front of the 
class, as in a presentation, but it is important that the listeners can see and hear the 
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storyteller.) If time is an issue, have the students sit in groups of smaller circles to tell the 
stories to the group rather than the class. 
 
Extension: Challenge students to select a section from a history or science book and 
story tell it to younger students. Ask, “How can you make this story engaging for your 
listener? What are the important elements of this story that you want to convey?” 
 
Voice and Perspective in Writing (Literature Analysis, Writing) 
 
Materials: Blessing’s Bead, writing paper and pencils. 
Prep: None 
 
Directions: 
 

1. Read the first page in Book 1 and the first page in Book 2. 
 
2. Ask, “What do you notice about the narrative voices in each section? Why would 

the author want to use two such distinctly different voices in one book?” 
 

3. Discuss how different styles of narrative voice can inform the reader about 
character, place, and time. 

 
4. Select a story that all students are familiar with, such as something that 

happened at school, locally, or in the news. Record main events or plot points of 
story on board. 

 
5. Have students write their own retellings of the story, using the list of events. 

Remind them to use one writing voice throughout the story. 
 

6. Have students share stories and compare how different voices and perspectives 
affect how the story comes across to the listener. 

 
Extension: Have students retell the story of the Friendship Flight from a different 
character’s perspective. Discuss how perspective impacts our understanding of historical 
situations and stories. 
 
National American Indian Heritage Month: November (Social Studies, Research, 
Expository Writing) 
 
Materials: Butcher Paper, Access to Internet or Library Research 
Prep: Draw a chart on butcher paper with three columns. Label the columns: What We 
Know, What We Want to Know and What We’ve Learned 
 
Directions: 
 

1. Tell students that in 1990, Congress declared November to be National American 
Indian Heritage Month. Ask, “Why do you think Congress chose November to 
recognize American Indians?” Consider sharing part or all of the most recent 
proclamation of National American Indian Heritage Month by the President of the 
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U.S. (http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/presidential-proclamation-
national-native-american-heritage-month)  

 
2. Ask, “Why is it important to have months or dates that honor specific groups of 

people?” Discuss the importance of learning about the history and culture of 
different groups. 

 
3. Ask, “Would it be easy to skip the teaching and learning of subjects that are 

emotionally charged? How do you feel when you hear that Columbus 
‘discovered’ America? Why do you think some people might like to overlook the 
history of indigenous peoples in North America?” 

 
4. Discuss what students have learned about Alaska Natives and record key words 

and phrases in the What We Know Column. 
 

5. Ask, “What else would you like to learn about Alaska Natives?” and record in 
What We Want to Know column. Discuss what kinds of resources students might 
use to learn more about the topic, including these websites: 
http://www.anchorage.net/821.cfm and http://www.uaf.edu/anlc/languages.html 

 
For Older Students: Discuss which types of sources are reliable, and which types of 
sources they should be wary of using. Native tribes and organizations would typically 
be reliable sources of information. 

 
6. Give students time to research Alaska Natives, or do the research together as a 

whole class. 
 
7. Record things that the class learned in the What We Learned chart. 

 
8. Have students write a summary paragraph or essay about one group of Alaska 

Natives. 
 
Extension: Have students work individually or in pairs to learn about different indigenous 
groups in North and South America. Assign each student or pairing one group from this 
list: http://www.native-languages.org/culture-areas.htm. Have students create a 
presentation (oral, visual, PowerPoint, etc.) about what they learn. 
 
Naming Collage (Art) 
 
Materials: blank paper and pencils; tag board or construction paper; variety of collage 
materials such as magazines 
catalogs, newspapers, tissue paper, photographs, ribbons, buttons, etc; glue; scissors; 
markers 
Prep: Provide collage materials 
 
Directions: 
 

1. Pass out blank paper and pencils. 
 

http://www.anchorage.net/821.cfm
http://www.uaf.edu/anlc/languages.html
http://www.native-languages.org/culture-areas.htm
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2. Reread the final three paragraphs in the author’s note. Ask, “Why is naming 
important in this story?” 

 
3. Have students write their names in the center of their papers. Ask students to 

think about the origins of their names. Does anyone else in their family have their 
name? Does it have a cultural or linguistic meaning that is important to them? 
Have they been told why or how they received their name? Give students 10 
minutes to write words or draw sketches around their name. If students are stuck, 
allow them to consult a name book or naming website which offers origins of 
names. 

 
4. Tell students they are going to make an art project called a collage to illustrate 

the meaning of their names. Explain that the word “collage” is the name of an art 
form made popular in the beginning of the 20th century, where items are glued 
onto a fl at surface to make a textured or three-dimensional piece of art. It comes 
from the French work “coller” which means “to paste” or “to stick.” 

 
5. Have students use collage materials to create a piece of art that reflects the 

meaning of their name. If students are unsure of the meaning, direct them to 
create a collage that reflects how they feel about their name. 

 
6. Have students place their finished collages on their desks and invite students to 

do an “Art Walk” and walk around the room to see their classmates’ creations. 
 
Modification: If students are uncomfortable with sharing the histories of their own names, 
have them do the Naming Collage with a character from Blessing’s Bead or other story 
familiar to the class. 
 
Extension: Read Nutaaq’s description of the blue beads on the bottom of page 8: “You 
can barely imagine a blue of such power, glowing in the lamplight as if lit by an internal 
magic. Blue the way certain fish are blue in shallow water, their scales flashing blue in 
the sunlight—a blue like that, only different. A kind of blue none of us have ever seen 
before.” Have students make a collage of the color blue. Encourage them to 
use printed words or phrases from Nutaaq’s description of blue in their art. 
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