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West Africa 
www.bl.uk/west-africa 
 

Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: Cross curricular including History, Art, RE, 

English Language and English Literature 

Key Stage: 3-4 

Theme: Stories of the past to shape the present 

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.  

 
The symbol of the Sankofa bird (from Ghana, meaning ‘reach back and get it’) refers to the 

importance of knowing the past to help understand and shape the present and the future. The 

enduring power of the Sunjata story illustrates the role of Sankofa. Often orated and 

performed by a griot (musician and storyteller), it tells of the founding of the Malian empire. 

Taking these two art forms as foundation for a debate about the pros and cons of using 

‘stories’ of  the past to shape the present, students will use this activity to: 

 

 gain historic knowledge of two great West African empires: Asante (Ghana) and Mali 

 consider the role of the griot past and present 

 use a range of research materials to shape a creative presentation of their response to a 

debate 

 make contemporary links with issues and ideas embedded in a debate of the pros and 

cons of using history to shape the present and the future 

 demonstrate their ability to read and understand primary and secondary source 

materials  

 engage in reflection of complex notions that shape current lives 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 The Sunjata epic (2014) 

 Imam in Timbuktu (2007) 

 Postcard showing griot (musician and story-teller) (c 1904) 

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

http://www.bl.uk/west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sunjata-epic-performance
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/imam-in-timbuktu-2007
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/postcard-of-a-griot
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sankofa-bird-gold-weight
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Recommended reading (short articles): 
How word, symbol and song shaped history by Dr Augustus Casely-Hayford, Dr Janet Topp 

Fargion, Dr Marion Wallace 
Building West Africa by Dr Augustus Casely-Hayford 

Crossings: African writers in the era of the transatlantic slave trade by Dr Marion Wallace 

Speaking out: political protest and print cultures in West Africa by Stephanie Newell, Dr Marion 

Wallace 

 

Other recommended reading: 

Conrad, David, Epic Ancestors of the Sunjata Era: Oral Tradition from the Maninka of Guinea 

(Madison: African Studies Program, University of Wisconsin, 1999) 

 

Dove, Mabel, Selected Writings of a Pioneer West African Feminist, ed. Stephanie Newell and 

Audrey Gadzekpo (Nottingham: Trent Editions, 2004) 

 

Achebe, Chinua, Things fall apart (Heinemann Educational Books Ltd, 1969) 

Key questions: 

 Given the history of Europe’s involvement with Africa, and West Africa in particular, 

how much should we rely on the past to dictate the decisions we make about what we 

do now? 

 What do the images and articles (see list above) tell us about the role of the Sankofa 

bird and the Sunjata story in building the Asante and Malian empires? 

 How have these powerful stories and ideas shaped historical developments in these 

regions? 

 What are some of the positive and negative outcomes of Sankofa for some countries 

and peoples of the region? 

Activities 
1) Introduce the activity with images of the Sankofa, the griot and the modern day 

performance of the Sunjata story. 

2) Divide the class into groups and explain that they will be making a presentation – in any 

way they choose – that debates the pros and cons of Sankofa in determining present 

actions that shape nations 

3) Start with researching historical origins and the wider use of story and symbols in West 

Africa. Use articles and images. Gather examples. 

4) Consider more modern events that relate to the topic/debate. 

5) Each group presents their view-point to the class. Possible formats include PowerPoint 

presentation, art poster, song/rap/poem or drama sketch. 

6) Research other forms of languages (symbolic, pictograms etc) of West Africa and their 

role in shaping communities of people 

7) Research the griot and consider parallels with contemporary orators and performers 

8) Refine initial presentations to create a brief film around the following theme: ‘Sankofa 

debates’. 

http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-have-shaped-west-african-history
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock1
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock2
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock2
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock3
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/building-west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock1
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/crossings-african-writers-in-the-era-of-the-translatlantic-slave-trade
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/crossings-african-writers-in-the-era-of-the-translatlantic-slave-trade#authorBlock1
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/speaking-out-political-protest-and-print-cultures-in-west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/speaking-out-political-protest-and-print-cultures-in-west-africa#authorBlock1
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/speaking-out-political-protest-and-print-cultures-in-west-africa#authorBlock2
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/speaking-out-political-protest-and-print-cultures-in-west-africa#authorBlock2


The British Library | www.bl.uk/west-africa  3 

 

Extension activities 

 Research some of the major conflicts between nations in West Africa, for example 

destruction and creation of empires (for instance Mali, Ghana, Biafran War and 

Rwanda). 

 

 

 

 


