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Tales and Poems from Across the Commonwealth

  

Emma Butler is an award-winning English artist and illustrator based in Queenstown, New Zealand. She studied textiles at Manchester Metropolitan University, where she graduated with a first-class honours degree in 2001. She won the Best Use of Colour Award at the prestigious New Designers exhibition in London. She has 
travelled extensively in Africa and Australasia. Her work has been published in the 
United Kingdom and New Zealand and is exhibited in art galleries in both countries. Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director of 

an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse 
books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends 
to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011
•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012
•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories 

from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  
in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories
“This is definitely one to savour.”

Outside in World

“… children and their teachers from even the tiniest Polynesian island will be able to say: I’m part of this. I am in this river of stories with millions of others.”
Adèle Geras, prize-winning author

 “A richly valuable and incredibly useful resource.”
Chris Brown, The School Librarian

“A River of Stories... brings together a vibrant heritage of storytelling ...you’ll want to read it over and over again.”
Annie Everall, Youth Libraries Group

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  collections of stories and poems from each country of the  Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.

From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With a central theme of fire, this glorious collection brings together a tale or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the Commonwealth. It complements the other three volumes in the series, with their themes of water, earth and air that together comprise the four classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry sizzles with its own energy – whether relating the genesis of the sun or the origins of smoke, recounting the adventures of warriors dancing on hot coals or the bravery of heroes stealing fire from the gods. Together they are testament to the awe-inspiring power of fire across cultures and our enduring fascination with this most dangerous  of elements.

Emma Butler’s gorgeous illustrations unify these diverse tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.
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From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of  
the Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling.  
With a central theme of the air, this glorious collection brings 
together a tale or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the 
Commonwealth. It complements the other three volumes in the series, 
with their themes of water, earth and fire that together comprise the  
four classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry turns our faces to the sun – whether describing the simple 
joys of flying a kite or being pushed on a swing so our feet touch the 
clouds, showing the magnificence of birds soaring across dawn skies 
or recounting the heavenly adventures of the sun, moon and stars. 
Together they capture the sense of magic inherent in that space between Earth and sky.

Julie Flett’s intriguing and beautiful illustrations unify these diverse 
tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that 
documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.

UK £12.99

Julie Flett is an award-winning author, illustrator and artist based in 
Vancouver, Canada. Born in Toronto, she is of Cree, Métis Scottish, 
French and Inuit ancestry. She studied fine arts at Concordia 
University in Montréal and Emily Carr University of Art + Design 
in Vancouver. She is a winner of the Christie Harris Illustrated Children’s Literature Prize and was nominated for the Governor General’s Award for Children’s Literature for her book Owls See Clearly at Night (Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer): A Michif Alphabet (L’alphabet di Michif). Her book Wild Berries / Pakwa Che Menisu was a First Nation Communities READ title selection for 2014–2015. In 2014, she became the first recipient of the Aboriginal Literature Award.

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 
academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 
Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 
University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 
children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:
•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011
•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  
at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  
Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories

“What a fabulous anthology!”
Marjorie Coughlan, Paper Tigers

“A River of Stories is a beautiful book …
it will be particularly fascinating for children.”

Pat Thomson, Carousel Magazine

 “A River of Stories celebrates the links forged
amongst people of the Commonwealth ...
and the power of stories to unite us all.”

Sue Murray, The School Magazine

 “… the perfect book for sharing and reading aloud 
as well as ideal for use in the classroom.”

Outside in World

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  collections of stories and poems from each country of the  Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.

9 7 8 0 9 9 2 9 9 1 0 1 2

9 0 0 0 0

Julie Flett

Tales and Poems from Across the Commonwealth

A RiveR  
of StoRieS

Compiled by Alice Curry
Natural Elements Series

A R
iv

eR o
f S

to
RieS 3

Julie Flett

VOLUME 3 - AIR

A
IR

C
om

piled by  
A

lice C
urry 

Poonam Mistry is an Anglo-Indian artist and illustrator based in 

the United Kingdom. She has a BA Honours in Graphic Design 

and Illustration from the University of Herefordshire. Her highly 

decorative illustration style is influenced by the traditional stories of 

her father’s homeland, which he told her when she was a child.  

Her continuing love of folklore inspires her illustrations. In addition to commissions, 

she produces limited-edition screen prints and ceramics. Her work has been featured in 

the Inspiration Grid (www.theinspirationgrid.com).

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 

academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 

Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 

University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 

children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice has 

published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a director 

of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, culturally diverse 

books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing folk tales and legends 

to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:

•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011

•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011

•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012

•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories 

from Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore  

in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the 

Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held  

at a Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014  

Commonwealth Games.

Reviews of the first volume of A River of Stories

“A beautifully produced book...

which will take children on a voyage of 

discovery from Botswana to Vanuatu.”
Jane Sandell, The Scotsman

“… a diverse feast of stories and poems ...

destined to become a firm favourite.”
Outside in World

 “There’s something on every page to enchant the reader.”
Adèle Geras, prize-winning author

 “A richly valuable and incredibly 

useful resource for schools.”
Chris Brown, The School Librarian

The A River of Stories Natural Elements Series comprises  

collections of stories and poems from each country of the  

Commonwealth themed around earth, air, fire and water.

From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the 

Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With 

a central theme of earth, this glorious collection brings together a tale 

or poem from each of the fifty-three countries of the Commonwealth. 

It complements the other three volumes in the series, with their themes 

of water, air and fire that together comprise the four classical elements 

recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry brings us closer to the natural world – whether inviting us to 

sit under the shade of a breadfruit tree or listen to the music of raindrops 

on leaves, regaling us with the hilarious antics of animals or recounting 

the genesis of islands or the naming of flowers. Together they provide a 

fascinating glimpse into the extraordinary planet we all call home.

Poonam Mistry’s intricate and beautiful illustrations unify these diverse 

tales and poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that 

documents the meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstories.com for further information.

UK £12.99
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From tiny island to vast territory, each of the member countries of the 

Commonwealth of Nations has a vibrant heritage of storytelling. With a central 

theme of water, this glorious collection brings together a tale or poem from 

fifty-four countries – each country a member of the Commonwealth at the time 

of first publication. It is now complemented by three further volumes in the 

series, with their themes of earth, air and fire that together comprise the four 

classical elements recognised from ancient times across cultures.

Each entry brings it’s own particular magic – whether describing the simple 

pleasures of the sound of the ocean or the sun on your face, recounting the 

cunning tricks of clever animals; or enchanting the reader with the exploits of 

kings and queens, gods and goddesses – together they provide an evocative 

picture, capturing the sights, sounds and flavours of a global community.

Jan Pienkowski’s dramatic and beautiful silhouettes unify these diverse tales and 

poems and complete a celebration of global storytelling that documents the 

meandering nature of tales that traverse continents.

Visit www.ariverofstor
ies.com for further information.
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“A truly remarkable and inspiring b�k.”

Annie Everall, Youth Libraries Group

“A richly valuable and incredibly useful 

resource for sch�ls.”

Chris Brown, The School Librarian

“A wealth of legend and contemporary observation ... 

likely to become a firm favourite with young readers.”

Marjorie Coughlan, Paper Tigers

“An eclectic co�ection where the children 

of the Co�onwealth can read their own 

stories and share the stories of other child
ren 

from a� over the world.”

Pat Thomson, Carousal Magazine

The                      Natural Elements Series comprises co�ections of 

stories and poems from each country of the Co�onwealth themed around 

earth, air, fire and water.

 

Jan Pienkowski was born in Warsaw in 1936. He came to England at 

the age of ten and was educated at the Cardinal Vaughan School, 

London, and King’s College, Cambridge. He worked in graphics and 

stage design, but telling stories through pictures is his preferred 

profession. Twice winner of the prestigious Kate Greenaway Medal 

for illustration, he has captured the nation’s heart with much loved characters, 

inventive pop-ups and with his dynamic design and dramatic silhouettes.

Alice Curry assembled these stories when she was engaged as an 

academic adviser in children’s literature to the Commonwealth 

Education Trust. With a first-class degree in English from the 

University of Oxford in England and an award-winning doctorate in 

children’s literature from Macquarie University in Australia, Alice 

has published widely in the academic field of children’s literature. She is currently a 

director of an independent publishing company that specialises in high quality, 

culturally diverse books for children. As a seasoned traveller, she enjoys introducing 

folk tales and legends to new readers all over the world.

Praise for the first volume of A River of Stories:

•   The Guardian Top 10 Children’s Fiction and Picture Books, 2011

•   London Evening Standard Top 10 Books of the Year for Older Children, 2011

•   finalist for Communicator of the Year, NEXUS Commonwealth Awards, 2012

•   featured in SPLASH! ASIA: An Annotated Bibliography of Water-themed Stories from 

Asia published by the National Book Development Council of Singapore in 2013

•   inspiration for a ten-month performance and education programme run by the 

Glasgow dance company Visual Statement – performances were held at a 

Commonwealth Day Observance at Westminster and the 2014 

Commonwealth Games.

-

UK £12.99
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Reviews of the first volume of          

Education Resource: 

Themed Activities

Section One: Thinking Critically about Culture
The activities in this section establish students’ awareness of themselves and their cultural identities, 
heritages and knowledges. They highlight the importance of critically assessing the assumptions we 
sometimes make about cultural others, and introduce some of the key concepts that are used throughout 
the resource. In this section, the texts in A River of Stories serve as comparison to students’ own lives 
and experiences.

Activit y 1. Who Are We?
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarifying concepts: diversity

Have students collect multiple images of themselves and people in their communities. Place the images 
where all students can see them. Lead a discussion about the diversity of the people in the images in terms 
of age, ethnicity, gender, faith, interests and so on. 
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Activit y 2. WhAt does culture meAn to us?
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarifying concepts: culture
 Inquiry-based learning

 – gathering, organising and analysing information 

Ask students to discuss in pairs what “culture” means to them. Perhaps do a web search. As a class, discuss 
the many definitions for “culture” that exist. 

Record the students’ responses so they can see and have access to them as they work through the activities.

Using all of the responses, have the students work together to develop a shared definition for “culture”. By 
coming to a class consensus, students will have a common understanding that they can refer back to for the 
duration of the unit.

Activit y 3. PercePtions of other cultures
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – connecting concepts: culture and perception
 Intercultural competence

 – understand and respect people who are perceived to have different cultural affiliations from oneself
 Inquiry-based learning

 – considering viewpoints and perspectives 

Have students think, pair and share about the term “Commonwealth”. Record their understandings. 

Provide students with a list of the countries in the Commonwealth and together locate each country on a 
world map (http://www.mapsofworld.com/world-commonwealth-map.htm).

Ask student to reflect on the following questions:

•	 How do you know more about some places and cultures than others? Why?

•	 Why is it important to be aware of differences in cultures?

•	 Have student write a short paragraph in pairs that uses the words “cultures”,  
“Commonwealth” and “perception”.

Activit y 4. looking beloW the surfAce of culture
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarifying concepts: culture
 – connecting concepts: culture and perceptions

 Intercultural competence
 – understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 

difference
 Inquiry-based learning

 – consider values and perspectives

Divide students into small groups and provide each group with a set of cards, with each card displaying a 
different culture-related term (see the terms below). Explain that parts of a culture are more obvious than 
other parts that may be hidden below the surface.

Terms for cards: food, clothing, language, customs, traditions, religion, art, literature, gender roles, ideas 
about leadership, holidays, fairness, ideas about relationships, music, housing, ideas about the natural world, 
social behaviours, work, ideas about modesty, values, celebrations, beliefs, music, worldview, approaches to 
problem solving, relationship with elders
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Show the students the iceberg graphic organiser and introduce the term “the cultural iceberg”. Give each 
group a graphic organiser and have the students place each term on the iceberg with aspects of culture that 
are the most obvious at the tip of the iceberg and those that are least obvious at the bottom of the iceberg.

In their groups, have students discuss the following questions:

•	 What differences can you see between what’s above the surface and what’s below 
the surface?

•	 What might happen when people make assumptions based on the above-the-surface 
features of culture only?

•	 What could be some benefits of understanding all the aspects of a culture, not just the 
ones above the surface?

In light of this activity, have students add to, or alter, their paragraph that links “culture”, “Commonwealth” 
and “perception”.

Activit y 5. going deePer About Who you think you Are
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding: 

 – clarify concepts, cultural knowledges, identities, heritages
 Intercultural competence

 – understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 
difference

Have students consider and reflect on their own cultural identities, heritages and knowledges using the 
graphic organiser below. (Give each student a copy of the graphic organiser to fill in.)

KNOWLEDGES
What kinds of knowledge are valued 

in your family or community? E.g. 
academic, spiritual, practical, cultural

How is this knowledge  
maintained and shared?

IDENTITIES
What makes you, you? How would others 
describe you? Are you a different kind of  

person in different contexts?

What are the good things  
about your family  
and/or culture(s)?

  

HERITAGES
What are some events or people in the past that have shaped you? 

What is passed on in your family? E.g. traditions, customs, stories, objects

What are my cultural identities, heritages and knowledges?

Have the students share this at home. Ask them to add to their diagram as a result of their at-home 
discussions.
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Activit y 6. does culture influence PeoPle’s vieWPoints?
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarifying concepts: viewpoint
 – connecting concepts: culture, viewpoint, cultural knowledges, identities, heritages

 Intercultural competence
 – understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 

difference
 Inquiry-based learning

 – consider viewpoints and perspectives 

Explain that a viewpoint is an opinion on an issue or event. It has connections to people’s values and beliefs. 
Ask the students to describe a significant issue or event (either in the past or in the present). 

•	 What was their viewpoint about the issue?

•	 Using their graphic organiser from learning activity 5, have the students consider how 
their cultural identity, heritage and knowledge has influenced their viewpoint.

Provide time for students to work on this task with a family member; the family member may be able to help 
them identify a relevant issue or event and help the student consider how their cultural assumptions might 
have influenced their viewpoint.

Activit y 7. rePresenting culture (1)
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarifying concepts: representation
 – connecting concepts: culture, representation

 Inquiry-based learning
 – exploring viewpoints and perspectives

 Critical literacy
 – text user

Explain to the students that it is difficult to represent the voices, ideas and cultures of others because we 
can never truly know the “other”. Sometimes we can end up misrepresenting others, and this is why it is 
important to let people speak from their own experiences.

There are different illustrators of the four A River of Stories anthologies. Page 13 of volume 1 and page 9 of 
volumes 2, 3 and 4 tell the readers about the illustrators. Read these texts to the students and then discuss 
each of the questions below.

•	 What did each illustrator consider the most important factors when they were creating 
artworks for the texts?

•	 How did their own culture influence their artworks?

•	 Did they encounter any difficulties in creating the artworks? 

•	 How important do they think art is to culture? 

•	 How do you think art enables people from a culture to represent their ideas, beliefs and 
experiences?

After students have discussed these questions, have them critically reflect on the following: In what ways do 
you, when writing, drawing or retelling a story, make use of your own culture?
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Activit y 8. rePresenting culture (2)
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – applying concepts: representation
 Intercultural competence

 – respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and communicating with others.
 Inquiry-based learning

 – explore viewpoints and perspectives
 – consider responses and decisions

 Critical literacy
 – make connections between text and visual

When completing this activity remind students to consider their learning from the previous activity. Have 
students select an artwork that accompanies a text, and identify an alternative image that they believe suits 
the text. 

Students need to be able to explain:

•	 Why they selected that particular image.

•	 How it is connected to the text.

•	 Why it is appropriate for the text.

Activit y 9. the imPortAnce of PlAce
LEARNING FOCUS:  Intercultural competence

 – understand and respect people who are perceived to have different cultural affiliations from oneself
 Inquiry-based learning

 – explore viewpoints and perspectives
 Critical literacy

 – text participant

Select two of the following texts as a focus for discussion:

•	 “Prescription” – Sāmoa (DI) (volume 1)

•	 “Take Me Back to My Home” – Lesotho (volume 2)

•	 “The Pioneer” – Ghana (volume 2)

•	 “Mountain” – St Vincent and the Grenadines (volume 2)

•	 “Mother Nature Makes Music” – Dominica (DII) (volume 2)

•	 “Do you Believe in Magic” – Malta (MC) (volume 1)

Introduce this section by explaining that people and their cultures are connected to places for a variety of 
reasons. Some reasons might be that it is your place of birth, where you grew up or where your ancestors are 
from. The reasons vary from person to person.

Have the students describe or draw a place that is special to them. What does it look like, sound like, feel 
like? What do they do and think there? Who are they usually with? Place students in small groups and ask 
them to share their special places.

Play the audio of one of the selected texts. Prior to playing the audio, share with students where this text is 
from. Have the students imagine they are in the place described by the text. Ask them to record what they 
might hear, smell, feel, see and think.

Select another text, and this time give the students a copy. Have them use the text to identify the place 
where it is from. Then have the students read the text together in small groups. Ask them to record what it is 
they might hear, smell, feel, see and think if they were in the place the text is from.
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Discuss as a class:

•	 What was important about each place?

•	 Which places were easiest to imagine? Why?

•	 What are the similarities and differences between each groups’ interpretations of the 
places? Why might interpretations differ?

•	 Does understanding the importance of place give you greater insight into someone’s 
culture?

Activit y 10. culturAl relAtionshiPs With the nAturAl World
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – connecting concepts: cultural knowledges, identities, heritages, interconnectedness 
 Intercultural competence

 – understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 
difference 

Divide students into small groups. Distribute one of the following texts to each group: 

•	 “Nanumea” – Tuvalu (volume 2)

•	 “The Legend of the Moon and the Sun” – Vanuatu (SI) (volume 3)

•	 “Tabuariki and Nareau” – Kiribati (volume 4)

•	 “The Taming of Fire” – New Zealand (volume 4)

•	 “Yhi, the Sun Woman” – Australia (volume 4)

•	 “Yasur, the Volcano Man” – Vanuatu (volume 4)

•	 “The Star’s Tears” – Papua New Guinea (volume 2)

Have the students read the text or listen to the audio, or read the text to them. Then have the students work 
in groups to identify the sequence of events in the text. Have the groups create an image for each event they 
have identified, developing a storyboard that illustrates the sequence of the story. Each group can then share 
their storyboards with the class, explaining why each event was important to the story.

Explain that for many people, such stories are not fictional legends or myths. In some places, indigenous 
people feel that they are part of the natural environment rather than separate from it.

Have the students discuss the following questions in relation to one or more of the texts above:

•	 Is the text fact or fiction?

•	 What links can you make between the text and the concepts of cultural knowledges, 
identities and heritages?

Activit y 11. culturAl diAlogue
LEARNING FOCUS:  Intercultural competence

 – respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and communicating with other people
 – establish positive and constructive relationships with other people 

Invite people who are willing to share aspects of their culture to speak with the class. Or ask members of the 
class to speak to their peers.

To prepare for their visit, have the students develop questions to ask the speaker. Explain that it is very 
difficult for one person to sum up their culture. (You might like to get students to experience the difficulties 
of summing up their own culture or nationality.) Suggest that the best kinds of questions are questions that 
get people to talk from their own or their family’s experience, perspective or viewpoint. (Remind students 
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that they must be considerate in their choice of questions: they should avoid asking any questions that might 
be intrusive, prying or otherwise upsetting.)

Before the visit, have the students consider how they will make the visitors feel welcome, comfortable to talk 
and appreciated. Decide on some protocols and structure for the session.

After the visit, ask students to compare the similarities and differences between their own culture and those 
shared by the speaker.
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Section Two: Thinking about Issues through 
Literature

The activities in this section explore two key concepts in more depth: social and environmental change, and 
cultural continuity. The texts in A River of Stories provide a springboard to explore some of the challenges that 
face Commonwealth countries, such as water security, the transformation of landscapes and inequality, as well 
as themes of resilience, survival and cultural continuity. The issues-based activities provide opportunities to 
explore multiple perspectives to consider and negotiate responses to local and global challenges. 

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY

Activit y 1. resources, scArcit y And the need for decisions
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: resources, scarcity, decision making
 Inquiry-based learning

 – decision making and action 
 Critical literacy

 – text analyst

Select one of the following texts.

•	 “Cooking with Salt Water” – Fiji (volume 1)

•	 “The Wonderful Tree” – Guyana (volume 2)

Ask students to predict what they think the text is about and why it may have been written, based on the title.

In a shared reading session, listen to the audio or read the text aloud to the students as they follow along. 
(All students will need a copy of the text.) Throughout the reading, work with the students to draw attention 
to particular aspects of the text, including the resources featured and the actions of different characters. This 
will require students to follow the reading, make connections and draw inferences.

Then explain that the focus for this learning activity is resources, scarcity and decision making. Discuss these 
concepts if they are unfamiliar to students. Give the following questions to students to discuss as a class.

•	 What are the resources mentioned in the text?

•	 Which resources are limited?

•	 What has contributed to scarcity of resources?

•	 Does the scarcity of resources affect all people in the community equally or are some 
people more affected than others?

•	 Who tries to solve the problem? What do they do? How successful are they?

Working in pairs, have students consider what other questions they might like to ask about the text. Allow 
time to discuss any questions that spark particular interest.

Then provide the following further questions for students to critically reflect on the text. Ask them to think 
about the questions first, then discuss with a peer, and then share as a class.

•	 Who has the ability to make decisions in the text?

•	 Who benefits from the decisions?

•	 Whose voices or experiences are missing from the text?

•	 What other decisions could be made, and how?
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Activit y 2. resPonding to resource mAnAgement issues
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – apply concepts: resources, scarcity, decision making, viewpoints
 – transfer concepts (from local to wider context)

 Intercultural understanding
 – respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and communicating with others

 Inquiry-based learning
 – explore viewpoints and perspectives

 Critical literacy
 – text participant

Have students discuss issues in their community where there are conflicting views on how a resource is used 
or managed. For example, the use of land for farming, use of rivers for dam construction, use of a national 
forest for tourism, use of a culturally-important site for roading or housing.

Help students to find out the different views on how the resource is used. Have students “step into the 
shoes” of one person or group involved in the issue, and think about:

•	 Why is the resource important to them?

•	 How do they use the resource?

•	 How do they look after the resource?

•	 What do they want to happen?

•	 Why do they want this to happen? 

Have the students compare different views on the issue. 

Extend this to a wider context, finding out about at a similar situation in another Commonwealth country. 
Carry out the same questioning. Have students compare the two situations. What is similar and different?

Ask students what aspect of this resource management issue they care most about. Have them consider how 
they could express their viewpoint in ways that are sensitive to the perspectives of others. Cue students 
back to the “cultural iceberg” (Section 1, Activity 2) to remind them that it is often hard to see what shapes 
other people’s viewpoints and behaviours.

WEALTH AND INEQUALITY

Activit y 1. WhAt does WeAlth meAn to me?
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: wealth 

Ask students to consider “What does wealth mean to you?” After students have recorded their thoughts, 
ask them to take this question home and discuss it with their family. Students should record notes from this 
discussion and bring them to class.

In class, have students present what wealth means to them and their family using images, words, sentences, 
pictures and artefacts.

After the students have shared their presentations, have them consider “Did everyone have the same ideas 
about wealth? What were the similarities and differences?”
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Activit y 2. thinking criticAlly About WeAlth
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: wealth
 Inquiry-based learning

 – explore viewpoints and perspectives

Ensure that students are familiar with the following texts:

•	 “Minstrel’s Song” – Sierra Leone (MCRU) (volume 2)

•	 “Si Perawai, the Greedy Fisherman” – Brunei Darussalam (volume 1)

•	 “The Sun Witness” – Bangladesh (volume 1)

•	 “Blue-town Blues” – Botswana (DI) (volume 3)

•	 “Two Sisters” – Bangladesh (volume 3)

Set up five stations with copies of one of the texts at each station, along with a large sheet of paper divided 
into four sections. Write these headings in each section:

1. What does wealth look like in the story?

2. How have some people become wealthy?

3. Who is not considered to be wealthy?

4. What are the effects of some people having wealth and others not having as much?

In small groups, students move from one station to the next, responding to the questions and recording their 
answers under the headings. After the students have read and responded to the questions for a number of 
texts and while they are still in their small groups, ask them to come to a consensus within their group on 
each of the following questions:

•	 What are some different ways that people view wealth?

•	 Why do you think there are differences?

•	 What are the positives and negatives of people viewing wealth differently?

Activit y 3. shAring WeAlth
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – connecting concepts: wealth, inequality, economic empowerment 
 Inquiry-based learning

 – gathering, organising and analysing information

Prior to running this activity, share some examples of how different people or groups have helped 
communities to improve their wealth. 

Have students investigate an individual or group of people who are using their wealth to help others. 
This person or group may be from the local community, the same country or another country in the 
Commonwealth. Have students ask:

•	 Why have they decided to share their wealth?

•	 What are they doing to help others?

•	 Who are they trying to help or benefit?

•	 How do those people feel about this?

•	 What have other people said about what they are doing?

Students can share their investigation in a format of their choosing. Themes of inequality, economic 
sustainability and empowerment could be explored in further depth through questions such as:
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•	 What contributes to inequalities?

•	 Why is economic empowerment so important, and what does it look like?

•	 What are the benefits and drawbacks of different ways of sharing wealth?

Activit y 4. culturAl resPonsiveness
LEARNING FOCUS:  Intercultural understanding

 – respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and communicating with others

This activity asks students to consider how responding to economic disparity requires sensitivity towards the 
cultures of the people involved – that is, not assuming that the person with greater power or wealth has the 
right answers. The following scenario is fictitious and can be adapted to suit the experiences and interests 
of students.

Scenario: A non-government organisation (NGO) has received a large amount of money from a donor. The 
donor has asked that it be used to support people within a community to become self-sufficient. The NGO 
has asked you to give them some advice on how to go about this. What advice would you give them on 
the following:

•	 Responding to the culture of the people involved

•	 Choosing the form of decision making

•	 Deciding how to distribute resources

•	 Dealing with different levels of need

•	 Addressing possible conflicts in what people think.

Share the scenario with the students, and have them work in small groups to develop their advice. Have 
them share their work with the rest of the class and explain how their prior learning about culture informed 
their advice.

THE CHANGING ROLE OF WOMEN

Activit y 1. the exPeriences of Women
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: gender roles and responsibilities 

Select two texts from the following: 

•	 “Limbo Dancer” – Barbados (SI) (volume 4)

•	 “Cosmopolitan Grandma” – Rwanda (volume 4)

•	 “Why the Old Woman Limps” – Malawi ((V) (volume 2)

•	 “Where Are Those Songs?” – Kenya (AQ) (volume 2)

•	 “Surprised” – St Kitts and Nevis (V) (volume 3)

•	 “Invitation” – St Kitts and Nevis (V) (volume 2)

Have students listen to the audio of one of the texts to find answers to the following questions.

•	 What are the women are doing?

•	 Who do they have strong relationships with?

•	 How are the women feeling?

•	 What is important to the women?
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•	 What surprised you about the text?

•	 What are the struggles for woman in your society?

Giving the students these questions to consider will draw attention to key aspects of the text and help them 
to make meaning as they listen. Some students may require a copy of the text to read along with.

Repeat this process for the second text. Then ask students to compare the similarities and differences 
between the women in the two different texts by considering:

•	 Who is speaking in each text?

•	 What gender roles and responsibilities do you think exist in the community of the author?

•	 Do these women share similarities with women you know? In what ways?

•	 What do these texts make you think of the lives of women?

Activit y 2. considering gender issues
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – apply concepts: representation, viewpoints
 Critical literacy

 – text analyst 

Have each student choose two of the following texts:

•	 “Limbo Dancer” – Barbados (SI) (volume 4)

•	 “Cosmopolitan Grandma” – Rwanda (volume 4)

•	 “Why the Old Woman Limps” – Malawi (V) (volume 2)

•	 “Where Are Those Songs” – Kenya (AQ) (volume 2)

•	 “Surprised” – St Kitts and Nevis (V) (volume 3)

•	 “Invitation” – St Kitts and Nevis (V) (volume 2)

Have students identify and compare the point of view presented by each author.

For each text, students need to consider:

•	 What is the issue in the text?

•	 What is the point of view of the author?

•	 Who is speaking in the text?

•	 What authority do they have to speak?

•	 Do you support or oppose the arguments presented by each author? What is your 
reasoning?

•	 What experiences, values and viewpoints are not represented in this text?

Activit y 3. Women As Agents of chAnge 
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: gender roles and responsibilities, diversity 
 Inquiry-based learning

 – gathering, organising and analysing information

Have students investigate the contribution of a woman in their own community who may or may not 
have received public recognition. Their contribution could be, for example, raising a family or supporting 
community endeavours. 
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Have the students focus on:

•	 what the woman did

•	 what support she had

•	 the demands of a changing society

•	 issues for women in their community

•	 how they have sought to better the lives of the next generation of women.

Next, have students investigate how a particular woman within the Commonwealth has contributed 
significantly to society. Supply students with a range of resources that enable them to answer the 
following questions:

•	 What has the woman done?

•	 Who has benefited from her decisions and actions?

•	 Why has she done it? What does she value?

•	 What challenges did she encounter and how did she overcome them?

•	 How does this woman feel about what she has done?

•	 How did others view her actions?

To present their findings, students could write a poem, article or synopsis for a movie based on this woman.

EXTREME NATURAL EVENTS

Activit y 1. the PoWer of nAture
LEARNING FOCUS:  Critical literacy

 – code breaker, text participant 

Select one of the following texts: 

•	 “The Formidable Enemy” – Lesotho (volume 3)

•	 “Under Pressure” – Antigua and Barbuda (volume 4)

•	 “Drought” – Malaysia (volume 2)

•	 “An African Thunderstorm” – Malawi (volume 3)

•	 “The Whirlwind” – Antigua and Barbuda (volume 3)

•	 “Rain and Fire” – Namibia (volume 1)

Have students listen to the audio of the chosen text. Ask students to draw images that the text creates. Have 
them explain their drawings to a partner, and explain how the image relates to the text.

Provide students with a copy of a second text from the list above. Have them work together in pairs to 
respond to the following questions:

•	 What sort of language is used?

•	 What is the effect of this language?

•	 Are the features given human characteristics? Why would the authors do this?

Have students read the text out loud in a manner that reflects the power, sound and movement of the 
natural element in the text.
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Ask students to make a list of the things natural elements have the power to do. Have them sort and 
categorise their list into “effects on the environment” and “effects on people”. Students should then rank 
the effects from most severe to least severe. Students need to justify why they have ranked them this way. 
Prompt students to consider what they placed more value on.

Have students study the image that accompanies one of the two texts. Now that they have discussed 
the power of language to create images, ask them if they think the image that accompanies the text is 
appropriate. What would they change to make the image more effective?

Activit y 2. extreme nAturAl events, vulnerAbilit y And 
resilience

LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding
 – clarify concepts: vulnerability and resilience

 Inquiry-based learning
 – gathering, organising and analysing information 

Discuss the concepts of vulnerability and resilience with the students. Explain that political, social, economic 
and environmental conditions contribute to people’s vulnerability and the resilience of a community. 

Have students work in small groups to answer the following questions as they read a text from the list in 
Activity 1 above:

•	 What does the author assume the reader knows?

•	 What more do you need to know to understand the text better?

•	 How do you think the author feels about the event? 

•	 How does this text connect to the concepts of vulnerability and resilience?

Have the students investigate an extreme natural event. Be careful to select an event that does not distress 
the students. Ask them to develop their own questions that explore the concepts of vulnerability and 
resilience. Some examples are below.

VULNERABILITY

•	 Were people able to do anything prior to the event that would lessen its impact?

•	 Were some people or groups more vulnerable?

•	 What kinds of political, social, economic and environmental conditions have contributed 
to this vulnerability? For example, what types of land were affected? Who lived there? 

RESILIENCE

•	 Did people face any obstacles after the event when they were recovering and trying 
to rebuild?

•	 How did they overcome these obstacles?

•	 How did the community work together?

Have pairs or small groups of students investigate one of the questions the class has developed and produce 
a report for the class. This could be in any format they choose.
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POLITICAL CHANGE

Activit y 1. PoliticAl chAnge in my lifetime
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: political change

To set the scene for this section, have students discuss at home significant events that have shaped society 
in their lifetime. Give them specific time to do this.

As a class, have students share what they were able to find out. Have them consider:

•	 What types of events have occurred?

•	 How did they change society?

•	 Which events were influenced by governments or groups of people trying to bring 
about change?

•	 How have people tried to bring about changes to the ways society is organised 
(political change)?

This activity could be extended by providing students with time to collect images that illustrate different 
events that have changed countries of the Commonwealth. Students can use these images to create a larger 
image about change in our societies and the different ways people have sought change.

Activit y 2. literAture As exPressing A vision for societ y
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: social change, social action
 Critical literacy

 – text user

Explain to students that authors sometimes see their work as an expression of wanting to change society. 
Literature can be a form of social action (a way to make a difference in society).

Divide students into small groups and give each group a large copy of one of the following texts:

•	 “The Sacred Gates of iJabiro” – Rwanda (volume 3)

•	 “Being Free” – St Lucia (SI) (volume 1)

•	 “How Trouble Made the Monkey Eat Pepper” – Trinidad and Tobago (volume 2)

•	 “At the Battle Front” – Malta (volume 2)

•	 “Kyrenia” – Cyprus (volume 1)

•	 “Take Off Your Shoes” – Solomon Islands (volume 2)

After they have read the text, ask each group to consider:

•	 What is the author’s purpose for writing? Ask them to underline the parts of the text that 
make them think this.

•	 What is the author’s vision for their community or society? What does the author want 
to change?

•	 Can literature bring about change in society? If so, how?
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Activit y 3. literAture As A force for PoliticAl chAnge
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – clarify concepts: social and political change
 Critical literacy

 – text user 

Watch the following video interviews:

•	 Um’Khonde Patrick Habamenshi, the author of “The Sacred Gates of iJabiro” (volume 3). 

•	 Dr John Buttigieg, the son of Anton Buttigieg, the author of “At the Battle Front” (volume 2). 

After watching the videos, have the students read the texts (if they have not already done so). Then have 
them compare the texts and interviews. 

•	 What do the interviews and texts tell us about political change?

•	 How are the interviewees’ experiences and views similar and different?

•	 How does each see the role of literature in bringing about social change? 

•	 What have these interviews made you think differently about?

Activit y 4. finding out more
LEARNING FOCUS:  Intercultural understanding

 –  understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 
difference

 Inquiry-based learning
 – gathering, organising and analysing information

Assist students to find out about the author of one of the following texts:

•	 “Being Free” – St Lucia (SI) (volume 1)

•	 “How Trouble Made the Monkey Eat Pepper” – Trinidad and Tobago (volume 2)

•	 “Kyrenia” – Cyprus (volume 1)

•	 “Take Off Your Shoes” – Solomon Islands (volume 2)

After students have read the text, guide them to collect information on: 

•	 the background of the author

•	 the experiences of the author

•	 how the author responded to change.

Once students have collected this information, have them return to the text and re-read it. Ask them to 
consider the following questions, now they know a bit about the author and their experiences:

•	 Does this information change the way you read the text?

•	 Does it make it easier to identify the message in the text?

•	 Is it important to understand the context of each author? Or can we just appreciate the 
texts by themselves?

•	 How has finding out more about an author added to your appreciation of their culture? 

•	 How has this text helped you to appreciate your own culture?



Tales and Poems from  
Across the Commonwealth

  
Education Resource: Themed Activities

17© Commonwealth Education Trust 2016 ISBN: 978-0-9933895-2-8

Activit y 5. exPressing ourselves
LEARNING FOCUS:  Critical literacy

 – text participant

Using their learning from the previous activities, have students choose a text and create an image that:

•	 EITHER reflects the message the author is trying to express 

•	 OR reflects their response to the text. 

Have students consider how they will convey their idea through:

•	 images

•	 colour

•	 materials

•	 scale – the size of images.

Encourage students to find images of art from the country the text is from to inform the decisions they will 
make about their art piece.

Activit y 6. bringing it home
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – apply concepts: political change
 Inquiry-based learning

 – gathering, organising and analysing information
 – decision making and action 

 Critical literacy
 – text user
 – text participant

Have students find out about an author from their own country who has written about change or tried to 
bring about political change. 

Students can present their findings to the class by re-telling a piece of writing from the author and explaining 
the author’s message.

Have the students reflect on what they have learnt about political change and what other information and 
perspectives could strengthen their understanding.
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Section Three: Re-imagining Our Worlds
The activities in this section emphasise the importance of storytelling traditions as avenues for cultural 
continuity, cultural expression, creativity and resistance. A selection of video interviews explores authors’ 
thoughts about their stories and poems in A River of Stories. The activities encourage students to see the 
texts as life sources and as important forms of expression – rather than curiosities, fictions or fantasies. 
Students consider what each story and poem offers the world in practical and creative ways. The texts and the 
interviews also serve as stimuli for students’ own creative writing as a form of personal expression.

Activit y 1. literAture And life-fullness 
LEARNING FOCUS:  Critical literacy

 – text participant

•	 “Mother Nature Makes Music” – Ivenia Benjamin (DII) (volume 2)

Give the students a copy of this narrative poem. Before, during and after reading explicitly teach the 
comprehension strategy of “determining important ideas” in this text. (See Literacy Activities resource for 
more information about comprehension strategies.)

Then have the students consider the ways in which this text is alive. They could think about the poem itself – 
its vocabulary, rhythm, setting and context. Encourage the students to think beyond the poem.

•	 What could people from different cultures connect to in this poem?

•	 How could this poem be important for future generations? 

•	 How do poems and stories live on, even after they have been published? 

•	 What helps them to live on?

Have the students watch the video interview with Ivenia Benjamin. Ask them to add to their ideas about how 
the poem is alive, and then discuss their ideas as a class.

Activit y 2. orAl storytelling
LEARNING FOCUS:  Critical literacy

 – text participant
 – text user

•	 “Rona and the Moon” – Wiremu Grace (volume 3)

If the students have not already done so, have them read the story, or read it to them. 

Explain that there are different versions of this story told across the Pacific, and they have been passed down 
from generation to generation: the story has journeyed with people as they have migrated across the Pacific 
and has been kept alive by oral storytelling. Ask the students to identify any stories they know of in their own 
culture that have been passed down through an oral storytelling tradition.

Have the students think of a special time when someone close to them told them an oral story.

•	 Who was telling the story? Who was listening?

•	 Where was the story told?

•	 Why do you remember that story? What was special about it?

Ask the students to find out more about oral storytelling traditions.

•	 How long has oral storytelling existed?
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•	 What do oral stories do? (for example, inform, educate, entertain)

•	 What do oral traditions have in common?

•	 How is oral storytelling connected to audio and visual aspects of other storytelling 
traditions? (for example, in the Arctic: http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/Exhibitions/Holman/
english/storytelling/index.php3)

Activit y 3. literAture As “food for life”
LEARNING FOCUS:  Conceptual understanding

 – applying concepts: cultural continuity, personal and cultural expression, resistance, social change 
 Critical literacy

 – text user

The point of this activity is for the students to consider how oral, visual and written texts can sustain people 
and their cultures – as food and drink sustains our bodies. Have students (working individually or in pairs) 
select one of the texts they have previously encountered or another text from A River of Stories that they 
have strongly connected with.

Ask the students to think about what nourishes them (for example, food, connectedness with others, play, 
spirituality). Then suggest that literature can be a form of nourishment for people, communities and cultures. 
Using their selected text, have the students explore this metaphor further by giving examples under the 
following headings.

Poems and stories are:

food for … cultural continuity / passing on culture

food for … personal and cultural expression

food for … creativity

food for … resistance and bringing about social change.

Have the students re-watch the interviews with the following people: 

•	 Dr John Buttigieg

•	 Ivenia Benjamin

•	 Um’Khonde Patrick Habamenshi

This time, the purpose for watching is to add more to their examples. Have them share what they have 
written with others in the class.

Activit y 4. students As storytellers: reAders’ theAtre
LEARNING FOCUS:  Critical literacy

 – text participant 

Use the readers’ theatre resource to have groups of students present one story of their choice from A River of 
Stories to the class. 

After performing the readers’ theatre, have the students consider:

•	 How did we do? What were the strengths and weaknesses of the performance and how 
we worked together?

•	 How well did we capture the essence of the poem or story?

•	 What was gained and lost by re-telling the poem or story in this way?

•	 How did members of our audience respond to the performance?
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Activit y 5. re-imAgining our Worlds through visuAl, orAl 
And Written text

LEARNING FOCUS:  Intercultural competence
 – respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when interacting and communicating with such people
 – establish positive and constructive relationships with such people
 – understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through encounters with cultural 

difference
 Critical literacy

 – text participant

Explain to the class that they are going to compile their own “river of stories” to share with a class in a 
different Commonwealth country. Have them consider what their contribution could be:

•	 What do I care about?

•	 What do I want to express to others about my culture and me?

•	 What would I like to see changed in my community or the world?

•	 How will I express myself – in words, images, orally, song or in a combination?

•	 What kind of poem, illustration, etc. would best suit what I want to express?

Have the students craft their contribution, seek feedback from their peers and teacher and re-craft their 
work to the point where they feel it has reached publication stage. Collate the students’ work.

If possible, arrange to exchange the students “river of stories” with a school in another Commonwealth 
country. This would provide an opportunity for authentic learning and inter-cultural dialogue. Have 
the students respond to the compilation from another school, asking questions and sharing what they 
connected with.


