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other Earth, Grandfather Sun

A “two-eyed seeing” activity that integrates Western and Aboriginal world views
in teaching about solstices and equinoxes

by Cheryl M. Bartlett

CSTERN SCIENCES tend to emphasize matter

and energy and to encourage us 1o develop object-

oriented minds, whereas consciousness is at the
heart of the Indigenous sciences. [earning to ascribe con-
sciotsness to natural objects can change students” attitudes
toward pature by fostering respect and reverence. This in
turn may help to bring about the transformations in values
and actions that are needed for more sustainable living.

“Two-Byed Seeing” asks tcachers and learners to

acknowledge both Western and Aboriginal ways of knowing
about nature. This exercise about solstices and equinoxes has
students ascribing consciousness to an object which in the
Western scientific view is inanimate — the sun. It is useful
both in teaching the science concepts related to the seasons
and in introducing students to Indigenous ways of “coming
to know.” While physical models for teaching this topic are
plentiful, this exercise encourages learners to shift their con-
sciousness to animate the sun - 1o “hecome” Grandfather
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Sun — and thereby enable him to see the Earth (Mother
Earth). The exercise afso provides an experiential founda-
tion for discussion of the utility of models in the learning and
doing of science, regardless of cultural perspective.

Introduction

In North America, Grandfather Sun and Mother liarth are
common English-language renditions of Abortginal peoples’
names for the sun and Earth, respectively. In most Indigenous
world views, both are animate. The exercise draws upon the
visual sensibility of Grandfather Sun.

Time: 30 minutes

Grade levels: Grades 6-8

Materials: For each student, one apple (preferably round
with a dark red peel such that scratching the peel will easily
and readily produce distinetly visible white lines); one strong,

thin skewer stick (at least 10 em long); one thumbtack
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Marking latitudes on “Mother Earth.”

Procedure:

Mother Earth {the apple)

1. Provide each student with an apple, a skewer stick and
a tack. Students will use the apple and stick to create a
model of Mother Earth that has the geographical grid
assigned to Earth in Western science.

2. Explain to students that the apple’s stem and flower
remnant (i.e., two oppositional points) mark the Arctic
{or North) and Antarctic {or South) poles, respectively.
Instruct them to create a latitudinal grid on the apple by
deeply scratching the apple skin with the skewer stick as
follows:

» Mark the equator by scratching a line around the
middle of the apple.

» Mark the Tropic of Cancer by making a line around
the apple about one-quarter of the distance from the
equator io the North Pole (stem). Mark the Tropic of
Capricorn by similarly moving about one-quarter of
the distance from the equator to the South Pole. These
two lines represent the tropics at 23.5° latitude north
and 23,5% latitude south, respectively.

» Mark the Arctic Circle by making a line about one-
quarter of the distance from the North Pole (stem) to
the equator. Mark the Antarctic Circle about one-quar-
ter of the distance from the South Pole to the equator.
These two lines represent the circles at 66.5° latitude
north and 66,5° latitede south, respectively.

3. Push the skewer through the apple, from stem to flower,

i.e. pole to pole, to represent the Earth’s axis.

4. Ask students to determine

the approximate latitude
of their home location,
and place the thumbtack
in the apple at the spot
approximating home.

5. Have students tip their
apples 23.5° to represent
Barth’s tilt on its axis.
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Winter solstice in the northern hemisphere.

Grandfather Sun (the studeny)

6. Next, Grandfather Sun is added to the modet by desig-
nating the students’ heads as the sun. The model now
contains both the Earth and the sun, and can be used to
demonstrate the seasens: with a particular focus on the
solstices and equinoxes. Ask students to hold Mother
Earth at arm’s length at the level of their eyes, therefore
enabling Grandfather Sun “to see” Mother Earth, i.e.,
mimic the sun’s rays that fall upon Barth.

Solstices

7. Instruct the students to “become” Grandfather Sun and
to tilt Mother Earth away from their heads (i.e., with the
North Pole pointed away from Grandfather Sun) so that
they can see up to, but only to, the near side of the Arctic
Circle. In this position, Grandfather Sun should be able
to see the South Pole of Mother Earth all the way across
to the far side of the Antarctic Circle. (This may require
a stight upward adjustment in the level at which the apple
is held.)

8. Have students rotate the apple to mimic Mother Earth’s
rotation on her axis. As this happens, each student should
come to realize that he or she (as Grandfather Sun) never
sees higher on the apple than the line marking the Arctic
Circle. This particular day is the winter solstice. At this
time of the year, 24 hours of darkness would be expe-
rienced above the Arctic Circle (since Grandfather Sun
never sees above that line), and concurrently there would
be 24 hours of sunlight below the Antarctic Circle.

9. Have students reverse the position of the model so that
Mother Earth remains on a tilt but the North Pole is
pointed towards Grandfather Sun, Le., the top of the
apple is toward their heads. Instruct the students to, as
Grandfather Sun, see the top of Mother Barth all the
way across to the far side of the Arctic Circle {this may
require slight adjustiment in the tilt of the apple and/or
slight adjustment in the level at which the apple is held).
This position of the apple should enable Grandfather Sun
to sce the bottom of Mother arth to the near side of the
Antarctic Circle.
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10. Again, have students rotate the apple to mimic Mother
Farth’s rotation on her axis. As this happens, students
should come io realize that throughout the rotation they
(as Grandfather Sun) can see across the whole of the top
of the apple to the far side of the line marking the Arctic
Circle. This pasticular day is the summer solstice. At this
time of the year, 24 hours of sunlight would be experi-
enced above the Arctic Circle (since Grandfather Sun
always sees above that ling) and 24 hours of darkness
would be experienced below the Antarctic Circle.

Equinoxes

11. Shift the model 90 degrees, so that the North Pole (apple
stem) points towards the left or right. As Grandfather
Sun, the students should see the top of Mother Earth
{i.c., the top of the apple) all the way to the North Pole
but no further (this may require slight adjustment in the
tilt of the apple and/or slight adjustment in the level at
which the apple is held). This position should also enable
Grandfather Sun to see the bottom of Mother Earth to,
and only to, the South Pole.

12. Again, have studenis rotate their apples to mimic Mother
Earth’s rotation on her axis. As this happens, students
should realize that throughout the rotation they (as
Grandfather Sun) see as much of the top of the apple as
they see of the bottom of the apple. These two particular
days are spring and fali equinoxes. At these two (imes of
the year, the sun is directly above the equator, and equal
hours of sunlight and darkness are experienced.

In the demonstrations thus far, students have “become”

their eyes. The strength of this heliocentric “in front of
your face” depiction is that it readily enables students to
understand that Grandfather Sun sees Mother Earth very
differently on the winter versus summer solstices, and on
solstices versus equinoxes, and that Grandfather Sun sees
Mother Earth similarly on both spring and fall equinoxes.
Explanations using the language of Western science can
then be given. The weakness in this depiction is that it does
pot include Earth’s orbit around the sun. This is addressed
by adding the component described next.
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An “around your head” orbit

Once students have come to understand solstices and equi-
noxes, it is relatively simple to move them toward the more
complex understanding of Earth’s annual orbit around the
sun. Students simply move the rotating apple 360° around
their head while maintaining the required tilt (23.5%) of

the Earth on its axis. This is easiest if the equinoxes are
aligned with the ears. For example, if a student starts with
the summer solstice directly in front of her, then movenient
along Earth’s orbit takes the apple to the left ear for the fall
equinox, behind the head for the winter solstice, to the right
car for the spring equinox, and back in front of the face to
complete one full year. The difficulty in doing this resides
with the student trying to retain Mother Earth (the apple) on
her consistent, required tilt while also rotating her and also
orbiting around Grandfather Sun (the student’s own head).
This gymmnastic challenge is easily overcome by having two
students work together, one being Grandfather Sun (but
standing still) and one moving in a circle around the sun
while rotating the apple on its axis. An additional request
could be to have the student who is Grandfather Sun rotate
to “see” Mother Barth (the apple) through all four seasons.

Questions for discussion

1. Sun rays

« What is the relationship between the sun’s rays (or sun-
shine) and Grandfather Sun’s “seeing” in this model?
(Grandfuther’s “seeing” represents the sun's rays.)

« How are the sun’s rays described in Western science? (s
waves of electromagnetic energy.)

+ In the summer, do the sun’'s rays feel warm or cold on
your skin? (Warm.)

+ Do you think Mother Earth can “feel” the sun’s rays as
you can? In what ways is the answer yes, and in what ways
no? (“No™ in that although sun rays do warm surfaces,
Western science does not ascribe the sensory ability “to
feel” to the Earth, "Yes,” indirvectly, in thai life on Earth
ultimately depends on sun rays and some life forms are
capable of feeling.)
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2. Daylight and darkness

»

When Grandfather Sun sees Mother Barth’s surface, does
that part of Mother Earth experience this as light or dark-
ness? (Light, i.e., day time. Regions that ave out of sight
of Grandfather Sun experience darkness.)

In the United States and Canada, what day of the year
has the shortest period of daylight? s this a solstice or an
equinox? Which one? (winter solstice.)

Hemispheres

What part of the apple corresponds to the northern hemi-
spherc of Mother Earth? (The entire region north of the
equator,) What part corresponds to the southern hemi-
sphere? (The region south of the equalor.)

In what hemisphere are United States, Canada, Australia?
China? Argentina? Mexico?

. Solstice
When does Grandfather Sun see the greatest area of Mother
Farth’s northern hemisphere? (At the summer solstice.)

In United States and Canada, what day of the year has the
longest period of daylight? (The summer solsiice.)

Equinox

When does Grandfather Sun see an equal amount of area
in both the northern and southern hemispheres? (41 the
spring and fall equinoxes.)

« At this time of the year, what is the relationship between
the periods of light and dark in one whole day? (They are
equctl.)

«  What does the “equi” in “equinox” mean? (Lqual.)

6. Model manipulation

« How much would the Earth have to tilt on its axis in order
for Grandfather Sun to be able to see all of the northern
hemisphere all the time? (This would require a 90° tilt
with the North Pole pointed af the sun.)

+  What changes in the periods of light and dark in a day
would this produce in the area where you live? (In the
northern hemisphere, daylight would occur all day, all year,)

= [s there any planet in our solar system where this type of
tilt does occur? (Uranus has a tilf of 98°

Cheryl M. Bartlett is the Canada Research Chair in Inte-
grative Science and a Professor of Biology at Cape Breton
University in Sydney, Nova Scotia.
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STRANDS

» Arts, Culture, and Spirituality
« Conservation Education

« Innovative Programs
and Practices

« Network and Leadership
Development

* Place-based Education

* Socio-ecological Justice and
Community Engagement

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION Sommuntty Enaagen

Sustainabiity

+ Urban and Rural Interface

Building Cornections~Bridaing Gaps | Technology and Energy

Volunteer committees are forming contact bchisholm@naaee.org

CALL FOR PAPERS opens September 15,2009

http://www.naaee.org/conference/call-for-presentations
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