
Folk Culture Inspires Writing 
A c ross the Curric u l um
By Susan Eleuterio

Th roug hout hist ory, the gre at ce n t e rs of le arning have always been at

the cro s s roads of cultures wh e re people from varied herit ages met and

le arned ab out one an o t h e r.

— f rom S it u at i on s , A Caseb ook of Vi rt u al Re al ities for the 

E n g l ish Te a ch e r, by Betty Jane Wagner and Mark Larson

WH AT IS FOLK CULT U R E and how can it be used to inspire writing acro s s

the curric u l um ?

Folk culture is passed from pers on to pers on within a defined commu n it y. I t

i n cl u des the lore , lan g u ag e , mus ic, d an ce , c ra f t s , art s , tra d it i on s , c ust o m s , f oo d-

ways , clo t h i n g, house st y le s , at t it u de s , and belief systems of a group of people . I t

is based on pat t e rn s , b ut is eve r- ch an g i n g. It incl u des your nam e , wh at you cal l

the main meal of the day, and the first thing you notice ab out “other people .” I t

c an be used to inspire writing across the curric u l um by helping st u dents us e

h i g h e r- order crit ic al thinking skills such as quest i on i n g, de sc ri b i n g, c o mp ari n g,

c on tra st i n g, and sum m ari z i n g, wh ich are nece s s ary skills in all the disc i p l i n e

are a s . It is also val u able because it draws on all the areas of mu l t i p le intelli-

g e n ces: ve r b al , v is u al , m at h e m at ic al , i n t e rp e rs on al , i n trap e rs on al , mus ic al , and

k i n e st h e t ic, al lowing the teacher to re a ch st u dents with strengths in each of these

areas at the same time.

Th is art icle contains two folklife-based activ ities I have used succe s s f u l ly wit h

st u dents to inspire writing across the curric u l um . The first is ap p ro p ri ate for al l

the discipline areas because it can be rep e ated in diffe rent ways . The second is

e s p e c i al ly ap p ro p ri ate for lan g u age art s , s o c i al st u d i e s , and fine ar t s .

Activity 1. Artifact Reading

Use this activ ity as a prew riting exe rc ise to warm st u dents up to the task of us i n g

w riting for re s e arch and as a writing le s s on with a final pro d u c t .

Mat e ri als: index card s , n ew too t h b rus h e s , e t h n ic or folk art objects

D i re c t i ons: Tell st u dents they will be “ re a d i n g ” art i f a c t s . B ra i n st orm with them

wh at an “ art i f a c t ” is . For younger st u de n t s , read the dire c t i ons to them. For olde r

st u de n t s , p ut the dire c t i ons on the board. P ut st u dents in coo p e rat ive groups of

t h ree or fou r. Give each st u dent a task; there shou ld be one “ re c orde r ” who wi l l

w rit e , one timeke ep e r, and one pre s e n t e r. Read the following dire c t i on s :

A Guide to Artifact Reading

“ Re a d i n g ” an artifact is like reading a boo k . You ’ll be looking for cl u e s , m a k i n g

d isc ove ri e s , and sum m arizing wh at you ’ve le arn e d.

1 . C le ar your mind. P re t e nd you ’re from another planet and you don’t know any-

thing ab out earth culture .
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2 . E x amine the art i f a c t . W rite the following on your index card: color, s i ze , s h ap e s

( c i rcle s , s q u are s , d i am ond s , f loral pat t e rn s , e t c.), de s i g n s , symbols or le t t e rs ,

m at e ri als used (woo d, le at h e r, p la st ic, e t c.), s m e l l s , t e x t u res (roug h , s m oo t h ,

b umpy ) . C lose your eyes to con ce n trat e . When do you think this was made ?

Why? Don’t worry yet ab out wh at this object is !

3 . B ra i n st orm with your group wh at this object was or is used for. W rite you r

ideas dow n .

4 . Who do you think used this artifact? Men, wo m e n , ch i ld re n , o lder people ?

Why ?

5 . Re - w rite your card as a label for our class dis p lay. Use two to three sentence s .

Tell wh at you think the object is , who used or uses it , when you think it wa s

m a de . Read your label alou d. P ut it next to the artifact that you “ re a d.”

Give st u dents ab out five minutes to an swer #2 and #3. Give them another five

m i nutes to an swer #4, then ask them to share with the cla s s . D on’t let them tal k

ab out wh at the object is until they comp le t e ly an swer quest i on #2. I use too t h-

b rushes to help st u dents re al i ze that all objects have cultural meaning and can

be “ re a d ” in diffe rent ways . They come up with ve ry cre at ive uses for too t h-

b rus h e s — e arri n g s , b aby toys , s hoe cle an e rs , re l i g i ous objects, e t c. If you like this

way of looking at culture , t a ke a look at Dav id McCaule y ’s Motel of the Mysteries.

I rep e at this activ ity using ethnic and folk art i f a c t s . I incl u de items from my ow n

f am i ly, and some items that might look like one culture but are actua l ly fro m

an o t h e r. I use a Li t h u an i an woven belt, f or inst an ce , t h at is made in colors that

m any people think look Nat ive Americ an . Ask st u dents to bring in objects fro m

home to “ re a d ” as we l l .

I have used this activ ity with sc i e n ce teach e rs as a warm-up to teaching kids to

w rite good observat i ons in sc i e n ce; with math teach e rs to teach comp aris on; and

with lan g u age arts teach e rs to teach prew riting and edit i n g. When st u dents writ e

a “ lab e l ” f or their object, they are le arning to edit their writ i n g. We also use this

in our World Studies classes to intro d u ce using artifacts to st u dy hist ory and

c u l t u re . You cou ld rep e at this activ ity as a prew riting exe rc ise if you are us i n g

t h e m at ic units by bringing in objects for each themat ic unit .

Activity 2. Day of the Dead and Halloween

Th is activ ity is a way to get kids to write ab out wh at they see and wh at they know.

We st art by bra i n st orming wh at they know ab out Hal loween on the board. I work

p ri m ari ly with Latino st u de n t s , so we also bra i n st orm wh at we know ab out the

D ay of the Dead (El Día de los Muer t o s ), a Mexic an fam i ly ce leb rat i on held

November 1 and 2. I then ask the kids to collect inform at i on ab out Hal loween by

doing fieldwork . I explain that fieldwork is when a pers on goes out to get infor-

m at i on by looking arou nd, w riting dow n , d rawi n g, or pho t ographing wh at they

s e e , and talking to people ab out it . St u dents bring their field notes back to schoo l

and we cre ate a dis p lay.
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We also talk ab out the origin of the word “ H al lowe e n ” in “All Hal low ’s Eve ,” t h e

night before a ho ly night in Ire land. I ask them if they know another “ eve ” ce le-

b rat i on , and us u al ly someone comes up with New Ye ar ’s Eve or Christmas Eve ,

dep e nding on the cultural back grou nd of the st u de n t s . Then I tell them that , ori g-

i n al ly, p e o p le believed that the spirits of the dead cou ld come back to earth on

t h is special night, so they lit candies to show them the way. In the U. S. , t h e

c and les we re put in pump k i n s , and gra d u al ly became the “ Ja ck O’Lan t e rn s ” we

n ow make for Hal lowe e n . (See Ja ck San t i n o’s All A round the Ye a r f or de sc ri p t i on s

of many Americ an ho l id ay tra d it i ons and an al t e rn at ive pumpkin st ory.)

With older st u de n t s , I then tell them some lo c al sc ary st ories and ask if they know

any. They al m o st always have their own ve rs i ons of the st ories I tell them. E ve n

gra de school kids like to be sc ared and will pro b ably know a lo c al game or st ory

they use to sc are each other. After we tell sc ary st ori e s , I ask them to write their

own sc ary st ory. Th is is one of the most successful writing projects I have all ye ar.

Some st u dents will write three or four st ories on their ow n .

A cou p le of cave ats: Know your commu n ity and your st u de n t s . Some parents do

not want Hal loween disc ussed in schoo l , and some st u de n t s’ re l i g i ous beliefs do

not al low them to part ic i p ate in any way in Hal lowe e n . I also try to gauge how

sc ared my st u dents might be before we tell st ories and we talk ab out why we like

to be sc are d.

These are just two activ ities I have used to teach writing across the curric u l um

using folk culture . I hope they are useful and inspire you to find more ways to

use folk culture in your teach i n g.

Susan Eleuterio is a folklorist and Title I language arts teacher who team

teaches English and World History at Morton East High School in Cicero, I L .
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