
                                                          

                                   NOW WE ARE TALKING 

              
Objective
Students will explore the development of language. 


Grades 
9–12 


National Standards 

Fine Arts (Visual Arts) 
NA-VA.9-12.3 Choosing and Evaluating a Range of Subject Matter, Symbols, and Ideas 

NA-VA.9-12.6 Making Connections Between Visual Arts and Other Disciplines 


Language Arts 
NL-ENG.K-12.4 Communication Skills 

NL-ENG.K-12.5 Communication Strategies 

NL-ENG.K-12.7 Evaluating Data 

NL-ENG.K-12.8 Developing Research Skills 

NL-ENG.K-12.12 Applying Language Skills 


PE and Health (Physical Education) 
NPH.K-12.1 Movement Forms 

NPH.K-12.2 Movement Concepts 

NPH.K-12.6 Respect for Others 

NPH.K-12.7 Understanding Challenge 


Science 
NS.9-12.3 Life Science 
NS.9-12.6 Science in Personal and Social Perspectives 


Social Sciences 
NSS-G.K-12.3 Physical Systems 
NSS-G.K-12.5 Environment and Society 
NSS-WH.5-12.1 Era 1: The Beginnings of Human Society 
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Character Education Core Values
Caring, Respect 


Related Material  

See Lesson Plan:  
Gratitude 


Stories  

Have students read one or both of the following two below to prepare for the activities 
that follow.  

Washoe the Chimpanzee  

Chimpanzees cannot form the same sounds as humans because their vocal cords are 
structured differently from human vocal cords, but in a short time a chimpanzee named 
Washoe learned 200 signs in American Sign Language. 


Very early in her education, Washoe began to combine the signs to make phrases. Pointing to 
a refrigerator, she signed OPEN EAT DRINK. Her doll, she called BABY MINE. At the sight of a 
swan, she signed WATER BIRD. When she was older, Washoe taught a young chimp named 
Loulis to sign by taking Loulis’ hand and molding it into the shape of each sign. 


Other chimpanzees have been taught to communicate using a keyboard with geometric 
symbols. One symbol may mean apple, another key, for example. The symbols do not look like 
the item they represent. The chimpanzees understand the meanings of the words represented 
by the symbols and can arrange them in groups. They will place the symbol for apple with the 
food group, for example, and the symbol for wrench with the tools group. 

Koko the Gorilla  

Koko was a 250 pound (104 kilograms) 
female gorilla who learned about 1,000 
words in American Sign Language, which 
she could use in different combinations. 
She was not taught the words for plastic 
hose, plastic tubing, or car radio antenna, 
so she used the closest description she 
knew and signed the symbol for 
DRINKING STRAW. She was not taught 
the word ring, so she made up the word 
FINGER BRACELET. She called stale 
cookies COOKIE ROCKS. 


One day, Koko signed that she would like 
to have a cat. When she was a given a 
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toy cat, she pouted, showing her disappointment. Then three abandoned kittens were brought 
to the research facility where Koko lived. When she saw them, she signed LOVE THAT. She 
adopted a tailless male kitten and named him ALL BALL. 
Koko treated All Ball with tenderness and dressed him in linen napkins and hats. She signed to 
the kitten and they tickled each other. The kitten liked to bite, and when he tried to bite Koko, 
she laughed and signed OBNOXIOUS. 


One night, the kitten got out and was hit by a car and killed. When Koko was told about the 
accident, at first she acted as if she did not understand. A few minutes later, she started to cry, 
emitting high-pitched sobs. She cried whenever the kitten was mentioned and signed SAD/
FROWN and SLEEP/CAT when the kitten’s death was discussed. 

Activities  

1. Vocabulary Words to Explore (Language Arts)  

Ask students to research the following words and create original sentences using each one: 


capsize             communicate        description           nutrient                  nutrition             
obnoxious            primate                 symbols           vocabulary            vocal cords 


2. Questions to Encourage Critical Thinking (Language Arts, Science) 
 
• Did anything in the stories surprise you? Why? 


• Did you think a big gorilla like Washoe could be gentle with a little kitten? What other animals 
can you think of who are very big but very gentle? How does that make you think about 
animals? 


Additional information: Whales could harm people if they chose to do so. Most often however, 
they are gentle and like to watch and connect with people in boats, which they could easily 
capsize. (See Lesson Plan: Humpback Gratitude.) When we hear about incidents of large 
animals hurting people, it is usually in situations in which the animals are being held against 
their will, are in unnatural situations, or are being harmed or were harmed in the past. When 
people or animals have been abused, their reactions are often different from those of people 
and animals who were not abused.


• How do you think Koko felt about losing her kitten? In what other ways have you seen 
animals showing emotions? How do you think animals’ feelings compare to your own?


3. Using Symbols for Art and Communication (Fine Arts, Language Arts) 

Ask students to draw a large chart showing symbols and their meanings. They can use 
geometry symbols or any shapes they please. Ask them to make each symbol a different color 
and assign a different meaning to each one. Thirty symbols drawn with 5 different paint colors 
equals 150 symbols.

Ask students to create sentences or stories using the symbols on their chart in place of words. 
They can use shapes and colors to create an entire vocabulary. Remember that the symbols 
the chimpanzees used were not actual drawings of the objects.


The students’ final stories will be beautiful works of art! They can trade their stories and the 
charts and their meanings. They will be inventing their own dictionary.
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Ask students to “read” each other’s stories from their artwork. How long does it take one 
student to decipher another’s symbols?


4. Creating Language (Language Arts)  

Ask students to invent a special language that uses words in new ways, like Washoe and Koko 
did. Ask them to use two or more words to describe one word. 


Ask students to use some of the words in their special language to tell a short story. They can 
use regular words for most of the story, but should be asked to include at least one new, 
invented word in each sentence. For example: a door can be called a RECTANGLE SWING 
OPEN or a piano can be called a BOX WITH TEETH MAKE MUSIC. 


Questions to Consider: 

• Can students understand each other’s stories?

• Is it more difficult for them than they thought it would be?

• Some people cannot speak. What language do they use instead?

• What is the official sign language of your country?


5. Researching the Development of Language (Science, Social Sciences)  

Ask students, individually or as a group, to research (including on the Internet) how language 
developed in humans. 


Questions to Consider:
• When did our vocal cords evolve into what they are now?

• How do they think this changed our society? 

• What would we be missing in our lives today if we did not have verbal language?


6. Communication through Movement (Physical Education, Social Sciences) 

Ask students to pretend that they, like the chimpanzees, do not have vocal cords that can 
create spoken language like humans’. Divide students into pairs and ask one to be the listener 
and the other to be the storyteller.


Ask the teller to communicate something to their partner using only movements. They can use 
their entire body to communicate either words or emotions. Explain to the listeners that if they 
watch closely and wait patiently until the tellers have communicated their entire idea, they will 
be able to understand what the teller is trying to get across. If they do not get it the first time, 
try again, but this time ask the tellers to imagine that they are the idea they are trying to 
communicate.


Ask listeners and tellers to share what was difficult about not being able to speak the words. 
Discuss how long they think it would take to develop a language both listeners and tellers 
could easily understand, using only movements. How long do they think it would take to learn 
1000 words using just hand symbols,

as Koko did?


Switch so that the listener becomes the teller and the teller becomes the listener and try again.
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