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Teachers’ Notes  
 

Curriculum subject: Cross curricular including Geography, Art, 

History 

Key Stage: 2-3 

Theme: Language systems: words, symbols, objects, and pictures   

Rationale 
There is a vast range of inventive combinations of word, symbol and song across peoples and 

cultures in West Africa. This interweaving of art, communication forms, languages and writing 

systems lends itself beautifully to cross-curricular learning. Indeed, the cross-curricular approach 

enhances students’ ability to understand and learn from West African cultures. For this reason, 

most of the activities combine, for example Art, History, Geography, RE, English Literature and 

English Language in different ways.  

West African peoples have created, and still use, a vast range of languages. This activity 

enables students to: 

 

 identify some of these forms of communication  

 consider the different forms they take and their purpose 

 ‘read’ and interpret historic images that put use of language systems in context 

 link images with written text to shape and build knowledge and understanding  

 compare these languages with students’ own everyday systems of communication 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 The Sunjata epic (2014) 

 Adinkra cloth (c 1960s) 

 Imam in Timbuktu (2007) 

 Printed cloth showing President Senghor of Senegal (1975) 

 Recording atumpan drums (1921) 

 Sankofa gold-weight (18th-20th century) 

 

Recommended reading: 

Asare, Meschak, The Cross Drums (Ghana: Sub-Saharan Publishers, 2008)  

 

http://www.bl.uk/west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sunjata-epic-performance
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/adinkra-cloth
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/imam-in-timbuktu-2007
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/senghor-cloth
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photograph-of-recording-of-atumpan-drums
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sankofa-bird-gold-weight
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Blagrove, Ismahil, Carnival : a photographic and testimonial history of the Notting Hill 

Carnival / ( London : riceNpeas, [2014]) 

 

Okundaye-Davies , Nike, Adire: an unspoken language. The patterns and meaning of an 

indigenous Yoruba textile 

Key questions 

 What are some of the different communication systems created and used by West 

African peoples? How could they be grouped? 

 What role do they play (or have played) in the development and ongoing lives of many 

West African cultures? 

 How can stories help to build an empire?  

Activities 
1) Introducing the topic: survey how many different languages are spoken in the class. 

Discuss other types or ways of communicating ideas, ideals, expectations, instructions 

etc. 

2) Ask the class to come up with purely visual, everyday symbols that they use today. For 

example, emoticons, logos and signs. List/draw them. 

3) Explain that West African cultures create and use an even wider range of 

communication systems. They were, and still are, very important and to all levels of 

West African people’s lives. How can we find evidence of this? 

4) ‘Read’/interpret and research two of the historical sources outlined above. 

5) Divide the class into groups and allocate two images: The Yam Festival and one other 

of your choice using the sources listed (above). 

6) Present your findings in the shape of an object found in the research image. For 

example drum, book, gold-weight, Sankofa bird, or story. 

7) Display your research/artwork (digitally or on the wall).   

8) Explore the links between what it communicates and the form it is presented in. 

9) Group the different kinds of communication – aural, oral, story, fabric, or other. 

Extension activities 

 Research and read The Sunjata Myth – the story of the creation of the Malian empire 

 Research and read an Anansi Story from Ghana 

 Make a display of cloths with embedded symbols and meanings 

 

 

 

 

 

 


