
Grade Eight Student Work 

During the first half of each unit we work together to explore life in a particular culture, 
over a particular period of time. Students read assigned chapters from their Enki Book. 
Then, in class, we work more deeply with the issues raised in the readings, through discus-
sion, peer-writers workshop, writing assignments, and art work. 

Some of these writing assignments are done as a group, with each student taking on a 
section of the story, from a particular perspective (usually one of their choice), and then the 
teacher puts these together into a coherent review or retelling of the story. Other times stu-
dents write their own complete essay on the topic, making use of the writers workshop to 
get peer feedback on their ideas and execution. 

Once the cultural and historical ground is established, we shift into the “Peer Project” 
section of the class. The primary goal now is for the students to learn the art of self-respect-
ful compromise: how do they bend on group decisions without giving up something core 
for themselves. Then they to learn to work with one another’s strengths and weaknesses, 
desires and aversions. Finding creative approaches to taking the content further through 
research, writing, art work, and technological opportunities is an ongoing undertaking. 

Excerpts of different kinds of writing, and some associated art work, follow, as well as links 
to sample projects done by peer groups. This Unit began with the story of Nolitha, a modern 
day child living in Johannesburg, and went on to deeply experience the life of Nelson 
Mandela and the struggle to end Apartheid. Within this, we touched on the lives of Gandhi 
and ML King. The unit ended with the modern day child puzzling over how she could make 
a difference to justice in the world. 



The birth of my daughter Nolitha was painful, but nothing compared to the birth of my second child.  
The baby is breech.  The pain is unstoppable. I can’t escape;  it is unbearable.  No matter where I go 
or what I do, I can’t make it stop.  My only comfort is my mother.  Though eighty-three years of work 
have made her hands rough and worn, the softest thing in the world could not be more gentle.  

When at last I hold my newborn son in my arms, all memory of pain is lost.  He is beautiful.  His eye-
lashes are long and his hair is dark.  His skin, not yet touched by the sun, has the color and evenness 
of pale coffee.  His tiny hands paw at his head. 

Eventually, my mother leaves the room.  Outside, I hear her reprimanding my  twelve-year-old 
daughter, Nolitha.  I can only guess at what’s going on.  Nolitha must be anxious to meet her first 
sibling.  But she must wait until his umbilical cord falls off.  My heart goes out to my daughter.  It 
must be hard for her, a 2016 city girl, growing up with a village grandmother sculpted in the old 
ways of strictures and traditions.  

When my mother reenters the room, she sits beside me on the bed and begins to stroke my head, just 
as she did when I myself was a child.  I close my eyes and allow myself to become young again.  In the 
dim, lamp-lit room I fall asleep.

         Georgia

Nolitha’s Dad had just got a phone call from his wife, she 
had told him that she finally gave birth to a healthy baby 
Boy, and hoped he he could see him soon. 

He nearly dropped his phone as she spoke, and the words 
only seemed to go through one ear and out the other. Just 
hearing “Baby” or “Healthy” was all Nolitha’s Father need-
ed to be happy, he stayed cheerful the rest of his day at work, 
thinking about his newborn son...

Once the giddy father came home from his job, he quickly 
parked his car, and practically ran to the elevator. As soon as 
the doors opened he sprinted to his apartment, when he got 
inside, he was welcomed by his loving daughter. She ran to 
hug him, squeezing him tightly.

“It’s a boy” she whispered excitedly, looking up at him with 
a twinkle in her eyes.

“I know I know!” he said smiling, he lifted her in his strong 
arms.

“To bad only the old lady’s and your mother can see him, 
and not us.” He winked and Nolitha giggled. 

“I guess we’re too special to see him” she grinned. Her Father laughed and set her down.

“I guess we are… 



After Nolitha left the house to head off for school, her anxious father only had one thing in mind, 
seeing his son. Even if he knew the rules, and deeply respected them, questions had been circling 
around his head ever since the child was in his mother’s tummy. Grandmother would laugh and tease 
the poor man, saying he was starting to sound like his daughter when she would constantly question 
things.

She told him staying here in the city area was messing with him, and going back to the village might 
do him some good.

He just sighed and nodded.

“Maybe the village will help...I’ll see him soon.”

         Sariah

Several traditional crafts were done as part of this class, 
including making and stringing beads and creating sticks 
for the children’s stick fighting. 

Who is this boy standing at the door of my sophisticated school? Is this the boy, that was recommend-
ed by the great, George Mbekela? I look him up, and down is he wearing his father’s pants?

“What is your name, young man?” I ask;  he seems to barely understand me.

“Igma,” he says.

I nod. “Yes, you have understood; but here we speak only English.”

“ Rolihlahla, my name Rolihlahla,” the boy says, he seems very proud. I shake my head.
“This is a British school,” I reply. “Here you will receive a proper British education. And, therefore, 
you must have a British name. Your name is Nelson. Nelson Mandela.” The boy murmured something 
under his breath that I cannot hear.



At first Nelson seemed reluctant to learn. But by the time class had ended, he seemed very determined 
and ready to learn. For the first couple of days Nelson seemed to cringe when I came up to him and 
told Nelson that he was doing well. Nelson quickly became my star student. He learned every word, 
he memorized the bible, he understood mathematics. How wrong I was to think that this boy would 
never learn anything.

        Joshua

The sky was still dark when I was awak-
ened.  I wasn’t sure what had woken me. 
Somewhere in the back of my mind, the 
essence of a dream still hung like the 
last few stars before daylight.  But now 
everything was quiet.  The summer night 
air hung thick and warm around the 
rondavel.  I realized that I was sweating.  
I removed my blanket from my body and 
threw it at my feet.   

Once sitting up, I stared through bleary 
eyes at the sleeping figures of my siblings.  
The only audible sound was a faint night 
breeze as it passed like a shadow through 
the stalks of grass.  I loved that sound.  
Still sitting I closed my eyes and took it 
in.  Then I lay back down and prepared to 
sleep again.  

I was just on the verge of a dream when 
a forceful hacking filled my ears.  I sat 
up. There it was again.  For some reason, 
the sound was ominous to me.  A shudder 
passed through my body, starting at the 
top of my head and ending somewhere in 
the middle of my back.  It left me shaking.  
I pulled myself to my feet.  The hacking 
continued, and this time with it came the 
sound of frantic voices.  

I tied on a red skirt with black lines and zigzags running through it.  It reminded me of a geometric 
red zebra’s pelt.  I wrapped my thin woven blanket around my skinny shoulders and scampered across 
the dirt to my mother’s rondavel.

     As I drew closer, I noticed a figure in the doorway, peeking into the rondavel with the door slightly 
cracked.  A dim light poured through it.  I realized that the figure was my brother Rohlilhahla.  Rohli-
hlhala had always been different from the rest of us.  While my other brothers spent their days herding 
cattle and stick fighting, and while my sisters and I learned to cook and wash clothes, Rohlihlhala 
studied at an English school.  There they called him ‘Nelson’ I heard, but he would always be Rohlihl-
hala to me.  



       When he heard my footsteps, Rohlihlhala  
       turned around.  “What’s going on?” I whis 
       pered.  His eyes got wide. 
 
  

 “It’s nothing.  Go back to bed!” He replied.  
The coughing was heavier now.  It sounded 
as though its came from a man.

“It’s not nothing!” I whispered indignant-
ly, “Tell me what’s going on!”  My brother 
opened his mouth to say something, but my 
mother must have heard us because she came 
to the door and told us to go to bed.  The 
heavy look on her usually calm face scared 
me.  Together, my brother and I walked in 
silence back to the sleeping rondavel.  When 
we reached the door, he said in a hushed 
voice, “It was father.  He’s sick.  Very sick” 

About four days later, the impossible hap-
pened: my father died.  This seemed so 
strange to me.  My father had always seemed 
so strong and wise, like a mountain that 
nothing but centuries after millenniums 
could crumble.  But crumble it had.  Every-
thing had gone by so quickly.  Four short 
days had been all that it took to bring down 
my father like lions taking down their prey.

Two days later, my father’s 
umkhopho was held.  After 
the offering was made to the 
ancestors, a downpour of rain 
began.  Everyone clapped and 
cheered.  They believed that 
the heavens had opened to 
accept him.  I believed that too, 
but then again, it could just be 
that the sky too was crying for 
him.  
  
    
    
Georgia



Why? Why father? Why, my father? It’s not fair! It’s not his time! I’m not ready and neither is mother. 
but I need to be strong for her. She hasn’t left fathers side since he became ill. Rolihlahla hasn’t talked 
to me either. He doesn’t go to school any more but he doesn’t take the cows to the fields with me ei-
ther. No, I do that alone. I don’t stick fight. I don’t play.  The other boys ask me to but I just turn away. 
I can’t talk to anyone for fear of crying and men don’t cry. So I can’t either; at least not in front of 
anyone. But that doesn’t mean I can’t cry alone-at least I don’t think it does. I talk to the cows instead; 
I think I might be going crazy-but the cows don’t mind crazy people. They told me so. 

Father is dying.  He has asked for tobacco -I heard him screaming for it. His youngest wife went to 
fetch it. I don’t know if he is going to make it. I look at Rolihlahla. He looks away from me. I crawl 
closer to him. He doesn’t move away. We watch in silence as father smokes his tobacco. Everyone in 
Mother’s rondavel is quiet as he smokes. It feels like he will go on like this forever, and then he starts 
coughing and then, suddenly, he is still. I begin to cry. I don’t care if I am a man. It just hurts so much. 
Rolihlahla just stares in silence. Mother screams. The healers leave. I am ushered away. I struggle to 
get to my father; but the strong hands hold me back. I hear someone scream and realize that it’s me. 
The owner of the hands says something but I don’t hear them. I am in my own world now-the world of 
grief.

        Hannah



Village Tree
same “story tree”; different imagination 



In the course of this unit, the students 
also studied Gandhi’s life and teachings 
in the context of exploring the issues of 
violent and non-violent revolution. Be-
low are some of their essays and reports 
on the topic: 

I will look at the different forms of nonvi-
olent actions that Gandhi took in order to 
protest unjust behaviors and attitudes. 

In order to create an effective protest, 
Gandhi needed large numbers of people to 
support his agenda. Getting enough peo-
ple who would be committed to nonviolent 
practices, was difficult. He needed first, to 
gather people with similar opinions and he 
needed people whose beliefs were consistent 
with his. 

Britain’s Salt Acts denied Indians from 
collecting or selling salt. Citizens were 
forced to buy the vital mineral from the 
British, who had a monopoly by being the 
only people authorized to sell the good. The 
British  placed a high tax on salt. To pro-
test this, Gandhi set out from his ashram, 

a Sanskrit word  meaning  a spiritual hermitage, or a monastery in Indian religions, on March 12, 
1930. He took a religious retreat with dozens of supporters and followers, at Sabermanti near Ahmed-
abad. This journey was over 240 miles. Their travels took them to Dandi,  a town on the coast of the 
Arabian Sea. Gandhi and his follower’s intention was to disobey British policy by taking salt from the 
seawater. During his travels to Dandi, Gandhi gave speeches to large crowds. Each time he delivered 
a speech, more people showed up and joined the salt satyagraha - a word coined by Gandhi meaning 
“insistence on truth”.   This is a  form of nonviolent resistance.  
 
When Gandhi  reached Dandi on April 5, he was at the head of a crowd of tens of thousands of fol-
lowers. He spoke and led prayers.  Early the next morning he walked to the sea to make salt. Gand-
hi’s plan was to gather the salt flats on the beach, which would  accumulate  every high tide, but the 
police had stopped him by stomping the salt  flats into the mud. Regardless, Gandhi reached down 
and picked up a small lump of natural salt out of the mud–and law had been peacefully broken. 

Cons 
- Certain people, didn’t agree with Gandhi’s beliefs. 
- Other people who agreed with his beliefs, did not agree with his non-violent method of pro-
testing. 
- It was difficult to get people who agreed with both his beliefs and his method of protesting.
Pros
- Reduce the chances of widespread  violence.
- Effective in getting sympathy.



Another method of protest used by Gandhi’s involved fasting.    In Gandhi’s life, he underwent 17 
fasts, his longest being the fast of harijan, which lasted for 21 days. He was known for self - sacrifice.  
This can be a very effective form of protesting. It demonstrated to onlookers that the protesters were 
invested in their causes. People who were not invested, would not subject themselves to such an 
extreme sacrifice.

Cons 
- Cons include the fact that you can only fast  for a limited period of time.
- You can become ill, or even die from this method of protesting.
Pros
- It is an effective way to show commitment to a cause

A strategy used by Gandhi in his protesting was to engage people  from different ethnic groups and 
people from different classes of society. 
Cons
- Difficult to break through cultural barriers of segregation.
Pros
- People could feel that they were welcome to protest,
- Public Officials could see that others were coming together in order to stand up for a cause.  
- Inclusion of many people of different classes and races.
Conclusion
Gandhi is remembered as a great leader because his peaceful method of protesting was effective in 
making change.

        Austin 



The Resistance against the Black Act

“Be the change that you want to see in the 
world.” M. K. Gandhi. 

My essay will be reviewing Gandhi’s first 
arrest and the protest of the Indian passes. 
I believe the protest against the passes was 
a step forward in gaining Indian rights in 
South Africa. Although the laws worsen 
with this act before it became better. It also 
introduced Satyagraha.

 The peaceful protest against the 
Asiatic Law Amendment Ordinance, called 
the Black Act by Gandhi, was beneficial for 
Indian rights. The Asiatic Law Amendment 
Ordinance was passed in 1906. It stated 
that all male Indians and Chinese over 
the age of 8 would have to register their 
arrival in Transvaal. They were forced to 
give their finger prints and carry identifi-
cation documents that were called passes. 
They resisted going to register and refused 

to carry the passes. Only 511 of the 13,000 Indians registered. When Gandhi was arrested in January 
1908, he and General Smuts made a deal that if the Indians registered, Smuts would repeal the Black 
Act. Gandhi went to register and he got attacked by Indians who felt betrayed. Gandhi still registered 
but Smuts didn’t keep up his end of the deal. Gandhi gave Smuts until August 16,  1908 to repeal the 
act. General Smuts didn’t. Gandhi burned all the passes that were given to him, an estimated 2,000 
documents.
 The refusal of registering, the burning of the passes, and the strikes got a lot of people arrest-
ed, deported, and injured, making life harder for the Indians. On November 6th, Gandhi was arrested 
during a march, but the judge allowed for bail.  Gandhi went back to the march and got arrested a 
second time. He was freed and two days later, the 9th of November, he got arrested again. On the 
10th, the government arrested marchers in Balfour and took them to Natal for hard labor. The next 
day, Gandhi was also sentenced 9 months of hard labor. He had to cook for 75 Satyagrahis (people 
who were in the Satyagraha movement) as well as other labors, including cleaning the toilets. The 
government released Gandhi on December 19th, 1913. Throughout the campaign, 3,000 people were 
arrested. 59 people were deported in April and 26 in June of 1910. Some of the less fortunate ones 
were shot and killed. These things did not discourage the Satyagrahis.
 Satyagraha is a Sanskrit word made by Gandhi that means truth force. Gandhi brought this 
non-violent non-cooperation resistance to South Africa at the beginning of the Asiatic Law Amend-
ment Ordinance protest. It got the Chinese community and the Indian community together to peace-
fully protest the Black Act. 
 I believe Satyagraha works because non-violence doesn’t promote hatred unto other people. 
Gandhi protested many things like British rule, discrimination against Indian caste, prejudice against 
religion, and the oppression of workers while practicing Satyagraha. Gandhi saw his opponents as 
comrades in search for a fair and honest intention. These things were necessary in protesting the 
Black Act for Indian freedom. Gandhi did many other protests that moved the Indians to liberty. 
Mahatma Gandhi and this movement also inspired many freedom leaders. They were the change that 
they wanted to see in the world.
        Trinadad



It was Monday, March 21 1960. I woke up to the sound of footsteps coming from outside my house. 
I got my coat and went to see what the noise was. I opened my door and there I saw thousands and 
thousands of people marching down the street. I tapped one man on the shoulder and asked him 
where and why they were marching. The man said that they are marching to the police station to pro-
test having to carry their pass books everywhere or risk being arrested. I decided to protest with them. 
As we approach the police station I heard airplanes flying overhead. Everybody ducked because they 
were flying so close to the ground. When we arrived at the police station I heard thousands of people 
singing and dancing. I had great time until I heard gunshots. All I could hear was screaming and 
crying from kids and adults as I was trying to take cover I got shot in the leg. I am in so much pain my 
body is letting out a lot of blood. I lay there dying.
       Austin
To the lawyer: 

 I begin to write in the milk. I was sent to 
prison for assault on a European. I was 
working on my farm, just like every other man 
in my district. When a European walked on to 
my land and said “You have a nice place here 
yes?”
 “w-well sir it is a fair bit of land. But it’s 
all I’ve got to feed my family with.” I replied 
scared of what he was going to say.
 “Ah yes, well I would like to own this land.” 
said the European.
 “i-it’s not for sale sir.” I told him shakily 
knowing full well the law stated that he could 
just take it if he wished.
 “I’m not buying it, if you take my meaning 
Khaffir.” Replied the man in a rather snooty 
way.
 “I-I-I’m not sure I like your meaning sir.” 
I said, “I would like to keep this if it’s all the 
same to you, I have a wife and children.”
 “well I’m sure a smart man like you could 
find another way to support your family.” 
  I stop writing, trying to make my hand cease 
from shaking. Then I continue.  
 “I will not let you take my land sir it is mine 

and that is that.” I told him standing tall and proud.
 He hit me then, and this is what he told me “you Kaffir have no right to deny me what is 
mine.”
 I tried to stay calm, and form words to tell him no. But they wouldn’t come out, my tongue 
seemed frozen. 
 “Bah see? You can’t even speak you idiot.” The man said to me, “maybe now you will be able 
to go to school to learn how to use civilized speech.”
 That did it for me everything turned red, and I lost control. I attacked him then, relentlessly. I 
hit him over and over again, yelling at him. I don’t know whether you’ll be able to help me, but please 
for my wife and children try. I know what I did was wrong, but isn’t what he was doing just as bad?
I finish writing, my letter had taken multiple matchboxes to finish. At last it was done, and hopefully I 
would be able to go home again. Even if I wasn’t able to get my land back. I at least wanted to be able 
to be with my family again.
           Joshua



Robben Island: an unknown prisoner 

October 21
 This morning, when I first laid eyes on the 
Island, I noticed only the grey things.  The blue, 
silky, wind rippled waters of the bay are just as good 
as chamber pot waste to me.  The gulls that fly over-
head, calling to one another and the wide, mirage 
lake sky make me sick.  These things are here to 
taunt me.  To remind me of the freedom that is lost to 
me.  I still hold on to the hope that I will be granted 
an early release.  Why do I hope this?  I don’t know.  
But I do know that hope is all that I have to hang on 
to hang on to now.  And what else is a man supposed 
to think when this is to be his world for forty years?
October 24
  I have had no time to write these past few 
days.  The long tedious hours of hard labor have left 
me devoid of rest.  Last night, I did not even bother 
to remove my sandals before I slept.  Already I can 
feel the first effects of prison life wearing off on me.  
My hope is dwindling already, and if this is what 
four days can do to me, then I can’t imagine what 
will happen in the next fourteen thousand, five hun-
dred and ninety six days left to come.  I came to the 
island, passionate about equality and justice.  I fear 
that I will leave cold, spiritless, crushed of life.  

October 31
 Tomorrow will be my first November on the island.  I do not know why this matters to me.  
After all, there will be thirty nine more to come.  But now my charcoal is running out, and I must save 
my thoughts for another day.
November 8
 Why do the birds have to fly free above us?  Why does the bay have to be so beautiful?  Why 
does the world have to be so cold?  Why do their hearts have to be so cold?
November 19
 Though it may seem like hardly any at all, my thoughts are over.  I have learned that nothing 
new ever seems to happen here.  It is like a dream, slowly revolving in circles around another world, 
oblivious to the rest.  I already know that I am wasting away here in this cold grey trap where freedom 
taunts me at every turn.  Each thought seems to hold brutal reminders to the strange, cruel nightmare 
that is my beginning, middle and end all brought together to haunt me.  But now I have said my piece.  
My thoughts are over.  There is nothing more to say.  
             
        Georgia



Hear My Cries

Nowhere to go
Nowhere to hide
No one to hear my cries

In my mind I am free
Running in the fields of Africa
Singing songs of freedom for you and me

Nowhere to go
Nowhere to hide
No one to hear my cries
In my heart I am free
The sky’s a bright blue
And loving everyone I see

Nowhere to go
Nowhere to hide
No one to hear my cries
But I am not free
Sitting in a cell 

When I should be sitting under a tree
Dreaming of the life I owned
Playing with my brothers and sisters
And to those thoughts I honed
But here, I’m a caged animal
Never hearing human voices
This cell and I are not compatible

Nowhere to go 
Nowhere to hide
No one to hear my cries
The ground is cold
The walls are gray
The skies never red and gold

All by myself
No one in sight
Stocked away like a toy on the shelf

Nowhere to go
Nowhere to hide
No one to hear my cries
    Trinidad

 

My heart leaps 
Higher than an acacia tree 
The milk notes 
White milk 
On thin crumpled paper 
Words of the people 

The people of South Africa 
They are rising up 
Rising up against oppression 
Rising up against the inequality 
Rising up against the cold 
Unjust killings of
Men and women 
Boys and girls 
Humans 

But now things are changing 
Finally things are changing  
The world noticed a child 
A dead child 
Now the world is noticing 
Noticing our struggle 
They are supporting us 
Helping us rise 

We will rise 
Higher
And higher 
Until our enemy submits 
I may be stuck in a
Cement cage
But my heart sill rises 
With the people 
The people of South Africa 
     Abigail



Our Freedom 
Days, days frozen in time.
These are the hours that define us.
Cold concrete, icy bars.
The moments that change us.
Endless circles that open our eyes.
The seconds that save us.

Are we dogs? Are we monsters? Is this the end?
These are the horrors that haunt us.
Faces at the doors, fighting back.
These are the joys that grace us.
Hot hands, burning whips.
The grief that sickens us.

They cannot see our human eyes. 
These are the people that kill us.
Is it on her shoulders? Is it his debt?
The children who die for us.
But the black and white tells our stories.
The love that finds us.
How can we win, how can we live?
These are the trials that surround us.
We want to be free.
The goals out of reach of us
We said we could stand tall.
The end to all of us.

Maybe we should have crawled.
These are our deaths.
Our loves,
Our lives,
Our freedom,

This is my legacy.
    Rebecca


