‘Navel String’: lesson ideas
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Some background

The text was written by Ngusi Thompson, a Hackney Reading Centre student, and appeared in the edited collection Every Birth It Comes Different (Centerprise, 1980).

Ngusi, of Igbo ethnicity, was born in Nigeria in 1934. She came to the UK in 1959. She had seven children, five born in Nigeria and two in the UK. Ngusi was 46 when Every Birth It Comes Different was published.

This book departed from other publications written by Hackney Reading Centre students in that it was a collection of different students’ pieces rather than having a single author. The book included both personal experiences of birth and descriptions of different customs around birth. There were very few published personal accounts of childbirth in the UK at the time, and the book found its way on to reading lists of several midwifery training courses.

The audio is read by Remi Fani-Kayode, and was recorded at Modus Arts studio, with the generous support of University College London’s Volunteering Service Unit one-off volunteering day fund.
Using the text

Drawing on the theme of  ‘Navel string’, the lesson ideas are themed around a collective exploration of cultures and customs of birth in different countries. It is hoped that this means that all learners will be able to participate, including those who have not themselves given birth, and those who may have had difficult experiences that they do not wish to share. Some of the customs that learners talk about may be contentious – giving the baby honey, for example, may cause fatal botulism- or are gendered, and further discussion may be useful and interesting. 

The text lends itself to the development of listening skills, and to working on vocabulary as part of reading activities (both deducing the meaning of new words from context, and using a dictionary). It is also hoped that the topic of cultural customs of birth will also be an engaging one for learners to speak and write about their own experiences and heritage.

Speaking and listening ideas
Relevant speaking and listening objectives
· Express statements of fact (Sc/E2.3a)

· Relate to other speakers (Sd/E2.1e)

· Listen for gist in a short passage (Lr/E2.1b)

· Listen for detail in a short narrative (Lr/E2.2a)

· Listen for phonological detail (Lr/E2.2d)

Possible speaking and listening lesson

· Introduce the book. Show the cover/ the reprinted book. What’s it about? (how do we know?) Who wrote it? (how do we know?) When? (how do we know?) Why do you think they wrote it?

Explain that the book contains both personal stories of birth, and information on birth customs from some of the different cultures of people living in Hackney.

· Set up paired speaking and listening task. What customs of birth are celebrated in your culture? Take a couple of contributions from the whole group. Learners then work in pairs to share information on cultures of birth in their culture. 
Feedback to the whole group. Each learner feeds back one thing they have learnt about cultures of birth from their partner.  This may be a useful time to draw out or clarify some vocabulary, e.g. umbilical cord/ navel string; placenta; mother-in-law etc.

· Pre-listening task – matching activity. 
Either: Give a set of the pre-prepared cards to each pair of learners. Explain that they have picture cards, then different coloured cards with the custom, and where the custom happens. With more confident learners, you could include the cards on the reason for the custom. (NB. The ideas for these were taken from my group, so they reflect the countries/ cultures of that group).
Or: Scribe learners’ contributions while they are speaking, and create cards for a paired matching activity: custom – countries – reason for the custom

Early finishers could look up the places on a world map.

Peer checking/ whole group feedback.
· Listening for gist. Explain that we are going to listen to someone reading one of the pieces from the book. Each pair of learners has a set of the picture cards. Which custom is the recording about?

· Listen for detail. Why does she bury the string?

· Listen for phonological detail. Give learners a written version of the text. They listen and fill in the key words.
Less confident learners have a version of the worksheet with the words on it.

· Whole group discussion. Ngusi sends the navel string back to Nigeria. Why do you think she does this? Did any of the learners in the group do anything similar when their baby was born, to connect it to the place they come from?

Reading and writing ideas
Relevant reading and writing objectives

· Use range of strategies to understand main events of chronological texts (Rt/E2.1a)

· Identify verbs in simple and compound sentences (Rs/E2.1b)

· Apply own knowledge to establish meaning of new words (Rs/E2.1c)

· Obtain information from a simplified dictionary (Rw/E2.4a)

· Sequence words alphabetically (Rw/E2.5a)

· Compose simple text, selecting appropriate format (Wt/E2.1a)

Possible reading and writing activities

· Read ‘Navel string’ together in pairs. Learners complete reading worksheet (focusing on identifying parts of speech, establishing the meaning of verbs from context, and using a dictionary).  

· Write about birth customs in their own country/ culture.

· Write about their own experiences of childbirth.

· Read other pieces from the collection.

