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Sea of Cortez post-reading activity: Critical approaches to viewing nature documentaries 

Overview:  John Steinbeck’s novels lend themselves particularly well to teaching students about the process of writing.  Steinbeck’s Journal of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters and Working Days: The Journals of the Grapes of Wrath can be read alongside their respective novels, Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden, and teach about the value of pre-writing to “clear one’s mind” before embarking on the actual project of the novel.  Yet Steinbeck’s other kinds of works can also be used to teach students about the writing process.  In Sea of Cortez, Steinbeck used and transformed Ricketts’ field notes and his own observations into a narrative, journal account of their voyage.  Here, the question becomes: what is it like to transform experience into a narrative? How does a writer move from the process of shared note taking and observation to producing a story? This activity is designed to get students thinking about how Sea of Cortez was transformed from notes to narrative by giving them the opportunity to be “screenwriters” and “scientists” working on a nature documentary.  
Grade Level: 11-12

Goals:

· Encourage students to view the documentary not as a “window into nature,” but as a type of film that was carefully constructed by many people using many types of media technologies
· Learn how to apply concepts and ideas from Sea of Cortez, such as “non-teleological thinking,” “participation,” and individual “warp” to other scientific narratives

· Learn about the process of transforming notes/observations into a story by trying it out

· Have the students reflect on their own perceptual “warps” when encountering visual representations of unfamiliar landscapes and creatures
Procedure: 

I. Students will pretend they are the scientists/screenwriters making a nature documentary and have just finished editing down the footage to an acceptable length.  Their responsibility now is to describe what they see and write the narrator’s “voice-over” for the documentary.  Students will view a very short (1-3 minute) clip of an ocean-related documentary (for example, BBC Blue Planet: The Deep Sea) without sound or subtitles, and take “field notes” on what they see.  For example, what animals are portrayed?  What might their names be? Where do they live, and what do they eat?  What do we see them doing?  Do they/how do they interact with other animals? 
II. Students will then find a partner.  Each group of two will share their film notes.  Then, students will take about 10 minutes to write their own narration for the documentary clip, taking into consideration their role as a scientist communicating to a lay audience.  After that time, students will be asked to share their narratives with their partner, comparing what each did differently.  The instructor will then ask the students, how did the same pool of notes result in two different stories?  Were there significant differences between what each partner wrote? The instructor will then ask for volunteers to share their narratives with the class (~3 students).
III. After this, the instructor will show the film clip with sound and subtitles, and then lead a discussion. The discussion may involve these questions:
a. How did student narratives compare with the BBC narrative?  Were there any outstanding differences, or patterns of similarity? 
b. Was there a “plot” to the BBC narrative, or student narratives?  What were these plots?  
c. Were there examples of teleological thinking in the documentary or in student narratives?  For example, did any of the narratives ascribe a “purpose” to parts of animal anatomy (i.e. this fish has extra sensitive eyes for detecting red light)?  Did they probe for reasons “why”?
d. How might the experience of writing a documentary narrative teach students about Steinbeck’s notion of “participation” in viewing, or about their own “warps”?
IV. This activity may be repeated with a different documentary, such as the 1930’s underwater films of the French filmmaker Jean Painlevé in the 2009 collection of his films, Science is Fiction.  “The Seahorse” and “The Octopus” are particularly good to show students.
