Navajo Code Talkers

Unit 4 /Week 3
Title: Navajo Code Talkers
Suggested Time:
  3 days (45 minutes per day)
Common Core ELA Standards: RL.4.1, RL.4.2, RL.4.3; W.4.2, W.4.4, W.4.9, SL.4.1; L.4.1, L.4.2, L.4.4, L.4.5
Teacher Instructions
Before Teaching
1. Read the Big Ideas and Key Understandings and the Synopsis.  Please do not read this to the students.  This is a description for teachers, about the big ideas and key understanding that students should take away after completing this task.
Big Ideas and Key Understandings

People’s native languages can be a very valuable resource.
Synopsis
During World War II, a group of Marines known as Navajo Code Talkers developed a special code to send and receive secret messages. A different Navajo word stood for each letter of the English alphabet. The code was impossible for the Japanese to figure out.  It was based on the Navajo language, which is difficult to learn. Code talkers sent messages revealing the location of the enemy. They carried radios and heavy equipment into the areas with most intense fighting.  Because of their hard work and sacrifices, Navajo code talkers helped the United States win World War II. Eventually, they were recognized and honored for their contributions. 
2. Read entire main selection text, keeping in mind the Big Ideas and Key Understandings.
3. Re-read the main selection text while noting the stopping points for the Text Dependent Questions and teaching Vocabulary.

During Teaching
1. Students read the entire main selection text independently.
2. Teacher reads the main selection text aloud with students following along. (Depending on how complex the text is and the amount of support needed by students, the teacher may choose to reverse the order of steps 1 and 2.)
3. Students and teacher re-read the text while stopping to respond to and discuss the questions and returning to the text.  A variety of methods can be used to structure the reading and discussion (i.e.:  whole class discussion, think-pair-share, independent written response, group work, etc.)
Text Dependent Questions
	Text-dependent Questions
	Evidence-based Answers

	How was Hawthorne’s knowledge of Navajo helpful to him as a code talker?  
	Code talkers were about 400 Navajo men, who served in the Marine Corp during WW II, 1939 – 1945. They sent and received coded messages. 

	Compare the experiences of the code talkers with Navajo language when they were young, and later when they were in the Marine Corp.
	When they were young and attended US government schools, they were punished for using their native language. Later, they became code talkers and the language helped win the war. 

	Why was the use of difficult codes so important in WW II? 
	In WW II, we could only win if soldiers could communicate over long distances quickly about battle plans and information.  The Japanese could speak English and so they listened in on all the conversations over radio. When the Americans invented codes, Japanese code breakers would always figure them out. 

	Why was Navajo a good language to use for a code?

	Navajo was a difficult language for non-natives to learn. 

	How did recruiters find men to become code talkers? What were some of the challenges in implementing this plan? 
	 Recruiters traveled to the Navajo reservation to enlist men. The reservation is huge and stretches across three states. 
When the recruits got to San Diego for training, the expectations clashed with some of their cultural traditions. Most Navajo wore their hair in braids but they had to shave off their hair. Drill instructors wanted to look directly into their eyes, even though this is considered rude in Navajo culture. 

	Using the code, how might you write your name in Navajo?
	Example: Na-as-tso-si, mouse, wol-la-chee, ant, gah, rabbit, tkin, ice, ne-ahs-jah, owl, for Mario

	How was the code developed? What special characteristic about Navajo knowledge influenced the words that were chosen?  

	The code talkers met in a room to develop the code. They chose Navajo words to represent each English letter. Later they added more words per letter. Some words did not need to be spelled out letter by letter. The code talkers used words and phrases for military terms.  Fighter planes were called dah-he-tih-hi, the Navajo word for hummingbird. Bombs were given the code name a-ye-shi, the word for eggs. Navajos had a lot of knowledge about the natural world, which influenced their choice of words. 

	How did the code talking program change over time? 
	Over time, the code grew to 600 words.   The program grew to include 400 Navajo men, up from 29 in the beginning. 

	What were some requirements and skills that code talkers had to develop? 
	Code could not be written down, or the key might fall into enemy hands. The code talkers had to memorize all codes. Also, they had to practice to send and translate messages very quickly. They could send a three-line message in 20 seconds. They could not make any mistakes because that could put troops in danger. 

	What were some of the challenges of the battlefield? 
	 Code talkers were in the middle of the heaviest fighting at the front lines.  They had to storm enemy positions while carrying heavy radios, and set them up under fire. With bullets flying around, they had to calmly deliver messages about location, progress, and ask for reinforcements. They had to work out of foxholes. They worked day and night. 

	What happened later after the war to the Navajo code talkers? 
Explain why the Code Talkers were not recognized for their contributions to the war effort until much later. Explain why they did not get any recognition or thanks after the war. 
	 In 1945, the war ended.  Thirteen code talkers had died in action. The Marines thought the code might be necessary in the future so they told the code talkers not to discuss their jobs. They went back to their families but did not discuss their experiences. Once again, Navajos were told to be silent about their experience.  Military officials finally revealed the secret of the Navajo code talkers in 1969. In 2000, the president of the US awarded the code talkers and their families with Congressional gold medals. 

	Describe the congressional gold medals given to the code talkers.
	The medals have the year 2000, and show the talkers using their radios.  They are bronze. The words say, in Navajo, “The Navajo language was used to defeat the enemy.”  

	What can we infer about the use of the Navajo language on the medals? 
	We can infer that the use of the Navajo language showed respect for the Navajo language. We can infer therefore from the ceremony in Washington and the recognition - the speakers were proud of their language, after years when they had been told to keep quiet, and years when they were forbidden to speak the language. 



Vocabulary
	
	KEY WORDS ESSENTIAL TO UNDERSTANDING

	WORDS WORTH KNOWING 



	TEACHER PROVIDES DEFINITION 

not enough contextual clues provided in the text
	strictly

forbidden

paid off
messages

developed

advance 

headquarters

exhausting 

clashed

impossible

to crack (as in, to crack a code)

translating

errors

pleased with

intense 

taken (as in, “taken Iwo Jima)

reveal
	depended upon
personal experience



	STUDENTS FIGURE OUT THE MEANING

sufficient context clues are provided in the text


	battle plans

code breakers

tryout

top secret

bronze
boot camp

enemy fire
	


Culminating Task
· Re-Read, Think, Discuss, Write
· Write about the experience of the Navajo code talkers concerning their own language, Navajo. What were their experiences in school? How did this change later during World War II?  What happened after the war ended? What can we conclude about preserving our native languages? 
· Sample Answer:  When the Navajo code talkers were young, they were forbidden from using their native language at school. Their mouths were washed out with soap if they spoke Navajo.  During World War II, they were recruited to write code for soldiers so the Japanese would not understand. They chose Navajo words to represent each English letter. They sent over 800 messages in the battle of Iwo Jima alone. Their messages were sent under fire, and they had to set up radios in the middle of battles. Thirteen of the 400 code talkers died in battle. After the war, they were told by the Marines not to discuss any of their experiences in the war. They went back to the reservations.  In 1969, the Marines decided it was okay to reveal the secret history of the code talkers. In 2000, they were at last honored by the president and given Congressional gold medals. The medals read, in the Navajo language, “The Navajo language helped defeat the enemy.”    Because these men kept their native language, even through times when they were actively forbidden to speak it, they helped win World War II.   Native languages can be a very important resource.
Additional Tasks
· Research more concerning World War II.  Why was this war fought, when did the U.S. get involved, and how was it won?  What was the battle of Iwo Jima? Students should write a short report on WW II and be able to share with class. 
· Research codes and how and why they are used. What are some famous instances of code use? Include some messages in code.  Students should write a short report, including examples of messages in code.
· Why is it beneficial to know or learn a second language? Give examples from the text. 
