 6th grade Humanities Curriculum Letter

To the Sixth Grade Parents,

Sixth grade Humanities explores the questions, “Why do we read and write stories?” “What do these stories tell us about ourselves and about being human?” and “How do stories help create and sustain identities and cultures?” Humanities class is a combination of reading, writing, history, archaeology, philosophy, and sociology.  Students are able to understand the term “humanities” by making clear connections between literature and history, and by seeing how one element of culture affects another in any given ancient or modern society. 

The students are considered historians.  They take a journey through ancient cultures and are able to connect to these historical societies by reading ancient literature and comparing these stories to modern day literature.  They study ancient artifacts and are able to make inferences based on these investigations.  Students look at the creation of societies and discuss the choices these people made to sustain and preserve their culture.  They compare these choices to the ones we make in our modern culture.  We talk about the similarities and differences between ancient cultures and our own in terms of their “elements of culture”: geography, war, architecture, economy, family, entertainment, and lifestyle.  

 Literature is explored by looking at the first forms of writing.  We talk about how writing keeps cultures alive and preserved.  We discuss how stories are insightful artifacts to comprehending a culture in terms of its values, diversity, conflicts, and ideals.  Reading and writing are linked in workshops.  The students become “active readers and writers,” carefully reading for meaning and insight into the relationships between characters, theme, setting, and other literary elements.  We use the stories we read as models for our own writing, looking at tools and techniques the authors use to express themselves.

We begin the year by discussing The Giver, the required summer reading.  Through small and large group discussion and assigned journal entries, we explore the question, “Is there such a thing as a perfect society?” Students break down the meaning of “perfection” and reflect on what is lost and gained by striving for a perfect world.  We talk about the philosophy of Jonas’ society, which segues into reviewing and discussing the Lab School Philosophy.  We review the importance of rituals explained in The Giver and students are introduced to the rituals of the classroom.  We also look at names and the significance they hold.  Students are given jobs in the classroom, another aspect of their identity here at LAB.  To show their understanding of the importance of names and to build community with their classmates, students will create a poster of their own name and favorite color, using poetry, design, and creativity.  We also reflect on why memories are necessary and valuable.  They will write about a memory that reveals an aspect of their identity.  After these preliminary discussions on perfect worlds, reflected by their rituals and philosophies, we move on to take a look at one of the first civilizations that strove for a perfect world, Ancient Mesopotamia and Ancient Egypt.

We begin our unit on Ancient Mesopotamia by looking at one of the oldest stories ever documented: Gilgamesh.  We ask the question: what is a story? What are the functions of stories? We look at real artifacts and how stories can be another kind of artifact.  Students create artifacts of their own.  We transition into Ancient Egypt by learning the basic elements of culture: geography, architecture, economy, language, transportation, arts and literature, and family/lifestyle.  We start with the element of geography, discussing how almost all of elements of culture are dictated and affected by geography.  Students, through a museum visit, textbook readings, handouts, and ancient literature, learn about the Nile River and its importance in the flourishing of ancient Egyptian culture.  To demonstrate their knowledge of geography and map-reading skills, students create Nile maps, each with a focus on one element of culture and how the Nile affected the growth of it.  In this unit, we answer the questions, “How do artifacts tell stories?” and “How do rituals inform us about a culture?”  Students also “read” a particular ancient Egyptian artifact and perform a skit based on their interpretation of its meaning and significance.  After looking at how artifacts tell stories, we switch our focus to short stories and how they serve as artifacts for our own culture.  

 A Tree Grows in Brooklyn is the first shared reading experience.  We ask questions like, “Why do stories matter to us?” and “What are the benefits to understanding the time in which a book was written?”  Students will formulate discussion questions, choose certain quotes to analyze, and keep a double-entry journal where they will be in constant dialogue with me and their peers.  Students will create a multi-genre project with historical and literary components, using fiction and non-fiction writing to bring the book to life and show the implications of the author’s time period, identity, and experiences.

The short story unit is led by these two questions: “What beliefs and values are shown in writing?” and “What do stories teach us?”  Alongside the study of Mesopotamia and the Epic of Gilgamesh, students are taught how to respond to a text and ways to look for deeper meaning.  Short stories, like The Journey by Duane Big Eagle and The Flowers by Alice Walker, are read, discussed, and written about based on short and long response questions.  Students will write a 1-2 page excerpt of an original short story.  We then move on to a culture that weaves its history, philosophy and literature on a more complex scale: Ancient China.

The Ancient China unit introduces myths and fables and how these relate to the Chinese belief system.  This unit also introduces the cause and effect relationship of past and present China.  The students study the first form of censorship, debating about this issue, The Three Gorges Dam, and others in the Formal Debate Project.  Students also learn the three ancient Chinese philosophies: Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism.  They create a philosophy project to solve a world problem based on one of these philosophies or show how a cultural text reflects the beliefs of one of the philosophies.

Literature Circles give the students the freedom, responsibility, and leadership to read a book on their own, discussing the text with their group based on student-driven questions.  Their task is to find and explicate themes in their book, while answering the unit-long question: “How do you hold onto your individual identity while remaining part of a group?”  Through journal entries, homework questions, accountable talk, and assigned response questions, students prepare to present an original theme-based response project.

The last unit of study in sixth grade Humanities is the most independent of all the units.  Students will recite Greek poetry and use it as a model for writing their own poetry.  They will read myths on their own and come to conclusions about the Greek’s beliefs of gods/goddesses and how these beliefs affected their elements of culture.  Students will be required to write, practice, and perform one Greek myth with their group.  They will be responsible for rehearsal, memorization, costumes, props, and written requirements.

In-class writing workshop time will be dedicated to reading poetry and using it as a model to compose our own poems.

I appreciate the time, effort, and support you give to your child to help them through their journey in the 6th grade Humanities curriculum. I look forward to working with you this year and have high expectations. Thank you in advance, and here’s to a great year!

Briney Dillon

6A3/6A4 Humanities 

