Obituaries

THEME: CULTURAL PRACTICES (DEATH AND DYING)
LANGUAGE: ANY (SPANISH, GERMAN)
STANDARD(S): COMMUNICATION CULTURES CONNECTIONS

1.2 1.3 2.2 3.2

Time Frame:

Approximately two 50-minute sessions

Materials Needed:

* Obituaries from newspapers representing U.S. and target cultures
(Spanish and German examples provided)

*  Multitrait rubric (provided)

Description of Task:

Views of death and dying within U.S. and target cultures are explored by
having students, individually or in groups, study the obituary sections of
newspapers from various countries. Students will explore issues related to
death and dying in the target culture and compare and contrast them with
those of their own culture.

Pre-reading:

Students predict the kinds of information they would find in death
notices. The discussion takes place in the target language or English (for
less proficient classes). Ideas can be listed on the board or in students’
notebooks.

During reading:

In addition to a focus on comprehension, this during-reading task is
intended to encourage the different cultural perceptions of “self” and
“other” (e.g., Kramsch, 1993).

From Comprehension to Interpretation
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COMPARISONS

4.1 4.2

Level:

Intermediate-Low

Purpose:

To comprehend obituaries; to
compare/contrast obituaries

in U.S. and target culture; to
compose an obituary that reflects

cultural perspectives learned

Communicative
Function(s):

Referential: Understanding
messages/descriptions; reporting

events in writing

Language Structure(s):
Verb tenses (past, future)

Cultural Aspects:
U.S. and target culture perspec-

tives as reflected in obituaries.

Modalities
Reading

Writing
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NOTES . . .
Focus on perception of “self” (native culture)—Using the obituary section

of local newspapers, have students scan for information commonly found in
obituaries. For example:

* Name of the person who has died
 Birthdate and date of death

 Place of birth and death

 Surviving family members, etc.

* Reference to significant life accomplishment(s)

e Information about funeral services

Students are encouraged to note special euphemisms, abbreviations, etc. that
are used in this type of announcement. They discuss their own experiences
with terms, expressions, rituals, traditions that they associate with death and
dying in the U.S.

Focus on perception of “other” (target culture)—Students are given
obituaries from newspapers representing other countries (Spanish and
German examples provided) and are instructed to read, looking for
information, such as:

* Name of the person who has died
 Birthdate and date of death

 Place of birth and death

* Surviving family members, etc.

* Reference to significant life accomplishment(s)

e Information about funeral services

Post reading:

The main purpose of this post-reading task is cross-cultural comparison
(e.g., Kramsch, 1993). In pairs, students are asked to respond to the
following questions:

* Is the information the same as or different from that in U.S. obituaries?
* Is there special information that does not appear in U.S. obituaries?

* Is the vocabulary used similar to vocabulary used in U.S. obituaries?

p. 296 Obituaries
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. . . ' . NOTES
e Do the obituaries announce other rituals associated with death?

e How is the format similar/different?

The class then summarizes what each pair has discovered about the target
culture obituaries. Is the size of the obituary related to socioeconomic
status? Why might there be more than one obituary for the same person?
Is the information in the obituaries the same?

Pairs or individual students are asked to compose an obituary for a family
member (or celebrity) who has passed away. The student must use the
obituary format of the target culture.

Assessment:

Students’ comprehension can be assessed on the basis of their responses to
the questions posed during the reading activities.

Students’ obituaires can be evaluated with a “multitrait” rubric comprised
of categories such as (1) reflection of understanding of cultural perspectives
(2) vocabulary use that reflects appropriate register, and (3) accuracy of
verb tenses. An example is provided.

Extensions:

Suggestions for adapting the task for various levels:

For beginning levels: Students can be asked specific questions and scan the
obituaries for answers. They can fill in obituaries that contain some blanks.
All discussions can occur in English.

For advanced levels:

» All discussions can occur in the target language. Students can write
a number of different obituaries and create a class obituary page for a
newsletter.

» Using stories, articles, biographies, or poems about target culture
characters (authors, artists, politicians, celebrities, etc.) that students
have read prior to the activity, students can compose an obituary that
reflects their understanding of the life of the individual.

From Comprehension to Interpretation p.297

© 2006, Regents of the University of Minnesota. See final page for full copyright information.



NOTES

p. 298 Obituaries

Other extensions:

* Students can write a condolence letters to the family members of the
deceased expressing their sorrow.

* Students can read each other’s obituaries and evaluate them (or, by
deleting names from students’ obituaries, match them to the original
story, poem, article in which the character is found); students compose
sympathy cards; students compose their own obituary.

Cultural extensions:

Students can compare/contrast obituaries from various countries (and/or
other cultures).

References and Resources:

Kramsch, C. (1993). Context and culture in language teaching. NY: Oxford
University Press.

Spanish obituaries are from:

Bretz, Dvorak, & Kirschner. (1992). Pasajes series (Lengua, Cultura,
Literatura). NY: McGraw-Hill, Inc.

German obituaries are from:

Frankfurter Allgemeine (July 4, 1989), p. 29.

Reflections:
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CH-4144 Ariesheim . -,
Bromhabler weg 14 A‘:"..:.’Z:’.',Z".‘."ff:.‘."»? in der

. Gemesnschaft der Gottesfamulie wnd
D-1000 Berlin 33 gemes .,,‘,'.’;,,,_;,’,’:’{,,,,,,,,_
im Gehege 9

Wir nehmen Abschied von unserem guten
Vater, Schwiegervater, Opa und Schwager

—————

Dora Gutbrod

Schauspieierin am Goetheanum

Professor Dr. rer. nar.

Gerhard Erich Pfefferkom

Triger des Bundesverdienstkreuzes |. Kl

*31.3.1913 t29. 6. 1989
in Hausdorf in Miinster

ist am Sonntag, dem 25. Juni 1989, um die Mit-
tagszeit in die geistige Welit Zurickgekehrt,

In Liebe und Dankbarkeit

Prof. Dr. rer. nat. Hermann Pfefferkomn
und Frau Barbara geb. Langheinrich
mit Frank und Clara
Prof. Dr. med. Joachim Pfefferkorn
und Frau Marties geb. Terborg
mit Peter und Claudia

Elisabeth Menge geb. Ewald
4400 Minster, Habichtshobe |2
A I e 2 o e 0
G Lugec e Foroze und mm"-‘dusn:tu_a

Seit 1927 in Dornach lebend, hat sie
Sprachgestaitung ais Schilerin Marie
Steiners zu ihrer Lebensautgabe ge-
macht.

Ihrem Wunsch folgend, haben ihr Nahe-
stehende die sterbliche Hille heute den
Flammen Gbergeben,

Far die Familie, die Freunde, die Schiler
Rolf und Karin Gutbrod '

der W

Basel, den 29. Juni 1989 Srderuag Wilhelme: Univernces
Deutsche Bank Manster, BLZ 40070030, Koato-Nr. 221 309.

Am&M'”btthMﬁmAW‘ in
sormwmmmmwm«m

Dora Gutbrod

dnmdkﬂomd.‘l’cd.m\.
rnmwwanimmmwmmmn
mwwsumaomr..m 1989 degrindet
werden 30il, fortsetzen.

Fir den vorbereitenden Vorstand:
Dr. Michaela Gi3ckier, Ursula Ostermal, Rolf Gutbrod

CH-4144 Ariegheim
Ayt der HOhe 7
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Multitrait Rubric for “Obituaries”

Reflection of Cultural
Understanding

Vocabulary Use

Verb Tenses

The content of the obituary
reflects thorough
comprehension of target
culture perspectives.

Vocabulary is varied and
appropriately reflects the
kind of vocabulary words
reflected in target culture
examples.

Excellent control of verb
tenses; NoO errors.

The content of the obituary
reflects good comprehension of
target culture perspectives, but
may be lacking in some ways.

Vocabulary mostly reflects
the kind of words found in
target culture examples
but lacks variety.

Good control of verb
tenses; occasional errors.

The content of the obituary
reflects poor comprehension of
target culture perspectives; it
may be more representative of
U.S. cultural perspectives.

Vocabulary used is not
consistently reflective of
words found in target
culture examples.

Poor control of verb
tenses; [requent errors.
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