
Inquire to Learn!
There are many ways in which Dancing Across the 
Waves/Cook Islands Life can be used as a base for 
Inquiry Learning. This is just one suggestion.

Dancing Across the Waves 
Level  

25

Cook Islands Life 
Level  

25  
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Session 1
Using the Big Book, share-read Dancing Across the 
Waves, stopping at natural points for discussion. 
Draw on the students’ prior knowledge of folk tales 
and gods, mysteries, sea creatures, and dancing.

Possible Starter Questions for Discussion

Folk Tales and Gods: What is a common feature 
of folk tales? If necessary, remind the students that 
folk tales often contain magical elements. Who 
is Tinirau? Encourage the students to share what 
they know about Tinirau. If necessary, explain 
that Tinirau is a Polynesian ocean god and the 
guardian of sea creatures.
 
Mysteries: What is a mystery? Brainstorm the 
meaning of the word mystery and, if necessary, 
share that a mystery is something that is secret, 
strange, or not yet explained or understood. Say, 
Look out for the mystery in Dancing Across the 
Waves.

Sea Creatures: Why do you think folk stories from 
the Pacific often include sea creatures? Discuss that 
folk stories often have everyday settings. As Pacific 
islands are surrounded by the ocean, fishing, sea 
creatures, and ocean voyages are an important 
part of daily life. Brainstorm other folk tales from 
the Pacific that involve sea creatures or ocean 
voyages, such as Sina and the Eel (StoryWorld 1), 
The Sun-Child (StoryWorld 2), Kawariki and Tutira 
(StoryWorld 3B), Māui and the Giant Fish, and The 
Battle of the Shark and Octopus. 

Dancing: How did people first learn to dance? 
Where did dancing come from? Why do different 
countries and cultures have different styles of 
dancing? As we read Dancing Across the Waves, 
think about where dancing came from and how it 
can be used to tell a story.

Text and Illustration Based Inquiry Questions

Cover: Look at the cover and read the title. Ask, 
What do you think this story will be about? Can 
sea creatures dance? Point out the necklaces on the 
cover and title page. Does anyone know what they 
are made from? (pandanus fruit)

PP. 2–3: Revisit the text and illustration and invite 
the students to suggest what some of Koro’s daily 
activities might be, for example: fishing, repairing 
or making new fishing nets, gardening. Ensure 
that the students understand that Koro’ is a young 
adult, so it is fine for his father to leave him on 
his own. Ask, If you were Koro’, would you be 
curious? Why/why not? Brainstorm synonyms for 
the word curious as used in this context, such as: 
interested, inquizitive, intrigued, puzzled. Now 
brainstorm antonyms for the word curious, such as: 
uninterested, indifferent, unconcerned. Say, What is 
Tinirau up to? Is it a mystery? Ask the students to 
predict how Koro’ will try to solve the mystery.

PP. 4–5: Revisit the first two paragraphs and ask, 
Why do you think Tinirau won’t answer 
Koro’s questions? Continue reading and 
then challenge the students to identify 
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the three things Koro’ wants to know (Where his 
dad has been, what his dad has been doing, and 
where the necklace came from). Point out the 
word determined in the last sentence and ask for a 
definition. If necessary, describe being determined 
as wanting to do something very much and not 
allowing anyone or any difficulties to stop you. 

PP. 6–7: Review the first paragraph and point out 
the word wistfully. Define wistfully as being used 
to describe someone who is full of longing for 
something, someone, or some time. Stop at the end 
of the paragraph and ask, Why do you think Koro’ 
has hidden his father’s belt? Continue reading so 
the students can check their predictions. Point out 
the word kikau and tell the students that it means 
coconut frond, which was traditionally used as a 
building material in the Cook Islands. Ask, Why 
was Koro’ amazed when he saw his father climb 
a coconut tree, pick five coconuts, husk them, and 
scrape the flesh using only his right hand? Share 
with the students that these are all difficult tasks 
that require strength and the use of two hands. 
Point out that Tinirau is performing a ritual, or a 
special set of tasks.

PP. 8–9: Revisit the text on P. 5 and ask the students 
to identify three more parts to the ritual Tinirau 
is performing (standing on the rock, chanting, 
throwing pieces of coconut onto the water). Ask, 
What do you think the ritual is for? (to call in the 
sea creatures) If necessary, remind the students 
that Tinirau is an ocean god and the guardian of 
sea creatures. Continue reading P. 9 and ask, What 
does the word sacred mean? If necessary, tell the 
students that if something is described as sacred it 
is considered to be deserving of respect and may be 
associated with a religion or a god. 

Share with the students that the name Motutapu 
means sacred or sanctuary. There are a number 
of islands named Motutapu in different Pacific 
countries. They are often located at the entrance 
of harbours, providing a sanctuary or resting 
place for ocean travellers before they reached the 
mainland. Draw the students’ attention to the 
illustration and, as a class, identify as many of the 
sea creatures as you can.

PP. 10–11: Revisit the first paragraph and ask, 
How do you think Koro’ is feeling? (confused, 
impressed, amazed) Continue reading and 
challenge the students to identify three magical 
happenings in paragraph two. (beating drums, sea 
creatures rising from the water and transforming 
into human-like figures wearing necklaces, sea 
creatures dancing) Ask, How do we know that 
Koro’ is surprised by what he sees? (Koro’ rubbed his 
eyes in case he was dreaming)

PP. 12–13: Revisit the first two paragraphs and ask, 
Where do you think the sea creatures, Tinirau, and 
the island of Motutapu are going? What are they 
doing? (dancing) Continue reading and ask, Why 
do you think Tinirau has never shared his secrets 
with his son? What do you think Koro’ is planning 
on doing? What characteristics has Koro’ shown 
in his quest to solve the mystery of where his father 
was going and what he was doing? (determination, 
perseverance, patience)

PP. 14–15: Review the text and say, Koro’ has 
repeated all the steps of the ritual and been 
successful in summoning the sea creatures, the 
island, and even his father. How do you think he is 
feeling? (excited, proud)

PP. 16: Review the first sentence and ask, How do 
you think Koro’ is feeling now? How about Tinirau? 
How do you think their relationship might be 
different from now on? Finish reading and ask, How 
is this story similar to many folk tales? (It explains 
how something came to be, in this case how 
pandanus trees and dancing came to Mangaia.) 
Ask, Do you think dancing may be important to the 
people of Mangaia? Why/why not?

Further Discussion and Inquiry Extension

Research different islands across New Zealand and 
the Pacific that are named Motutapu. Where are 
they located? What are they known for?

Share-read other folk tales from the Cook Islands, 
such as Ati and the Water Fairies, 
Tangiia and the Sea Turtle, The Stolen 
Mountain, and Tinirau and Ina.
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Share-read other folk tales about dancing, such as 
The Twelve Dancing Princesses (Germany) or First 
the Dance, then the Feast (Hungary).

Make organic necklaces or bracelets. Watermelon 
or rockmelon seeds can be used instead of 
pandanus fruit. Wash the seeds and leave them 
to dry. Marker pens can be used to colour white 
seeds. Make a hole in the middle of each seed with 
a needle and string them onto a piece of fishing 
line or cotton.

As a class, watch videos of dance performances 
from Mangaia or other Cook Islands on YouTube. 

Learn the basics of Cook Islands dance. Reach out 
to a member of your wider school community for a 
lesson or search YouTube e.g. How To: Cook Islands 
Dance Tutorial

Research to find out some of the different ways in 
which coconuts, coconut fronds, and coconut trees 
are used in the Cook Islands. Make a poster to 
show what you have learned.

Invite the students to choose a sea creature from 
the illustration on PP. 8–9, research it, and write a 
report on their chosen animal.

Session 2
Using the Big Book, share-read Cook Islands Life, 
stopping at natural points for discussion. Draw on 
the students’ prior knowledge of the Cook Islands 
and Cook Island/Pacific culture, islands, dancing 
and music, and crafts. 

Possible Starter Questions for Discussion 
and Inquiry

Cook Islands Greeting: Does anyone know how to 
greet someone in Cook Islands Māori? It is kia orana 
(Key-ah-o-raah-nah).

Cover and Contents Page: Look at the cover of 
Cook Islands Life and ask, What symbols of the 
Cook Islands can you see in this photo? Point out 
the woven coconut leaf roofing/matting being 
handled by the man and the fresh fruit being sold 
at a roadside market by the woman. Ask, Does 
anyone know the name of the floral headdress/flower 
crown the woman is wearing? If necessary, tell the 
students that it is an ‘ei katu. An ‘ei is something 
made from flowers, leaves, or shells to be worn 
around the head, neck, or hips. The word katu 
means head, skull, or scalp. An ‘ei katu is often 
worn at celebrations such as weddings, birthdays, 
or ceremonies, or even to work. Both males and 
females wear ‘ei katu – the ‘ei of a man usually 
contains more leaves and the ‘ei of a woman 
usually contains more flowers. Ask, What is the 

woman wearing? If necessary, tell the students 
that in the Cook Islands a sarong is called a pāreu. 
Point out the black pearl on the woman’s necklace 
and tell the students that the Cook Islands are 
known for black pearls. Look at the contents page 
and ask, What is this flower called? Tell the students 
that in the Cook Islands it is known as tipani, but 
it is also called frangipani. If any of the students 
come from the Cook Islands or have visited, invite 
them to share their experiences.

Location of the Cook Islands/Geography: Ask, 
Where are the Cook Islands? Look at the map on  
P. 1 of Cook Islands Life and note the location of 
the Cook Islands in relation to New Zealand and 
Australia. Ask, What is the capital city of the Cook 
Islands? Which island is it on? (Avarua, Rarotonga)

Citizenship: Revisit the following sentence on P. 1 
of Cook Islands Life: Cook Islanders are also 
citizens of New Zealand. Ask, What is a citizen?  
Tell the students that a citizen is a person who is 
legally accepted as belonging to a particular 
country. As New Zealand citizens, Cook Islanders 
have the choice of living in the Cook Islands or in 
New Zealand. 

Islands: Reread the opening paragraph  
on P. 2 of Cook Islands Life and ask,  
What would be challenging about living  
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in a country made up of 15 islands spread over a 
very large area? Discuss issues around isolation, 
communication, transportation/movement of 
people and goods, competition for tourists and 
resources, and unequal access to services such as 
healthcare. Say, As we continue reading PP. 2–5 of 
Cook Islands Life, think about the different culture 
and special features of each island. Point out to the 
students that Cook Islanders are proud of their 
home island. They identify themselves as coming 
from their island first, and then as Cook Islanders. 
Discuss the ways in which living on an island 
might affect daily life. Ask, How does our 
environment help shape our identity?

Dancing and Music: How can dancing and 
music help us show who we are? Reread P. 6 
of Cook Islands Life and review the students’ 
understanding of the connection between dance, 
music, and Cook Islands identity. Share with 
the students that Cook Islands dancing reflects 
the environment. The movements are graceful, 
flowing, and sometimes very fast. Different islands 
have their own movements and Cook Islanders can 
tell where a person is from by the movements they 
make. Point out the ‘ei katu worn by the drummers 
on P. 7.

Crafts: What is tīvaevae? Who makes tīvaevae? 
What are tīvaevae used for? Review the students’ 
understanding of P. 8 of Cook Islands Life. Tell the 
students that tīvaevae making is a social occasion 
for Cook Islands women. In the past, girls learned 
the art of tīvaevae from the women in their family. 
Cook Islands boys are often taught how to make 
ukuleles, kumete (bowls), and reru (pounders). 
Some boys also learn how to make drums. 
Weaving is another Cook Islands craft. Pandanus 
and coconut fronds are used to weave functional 
objects such as mats, hats, baskets, plates, fans, 
fishing traps, and toys such as windmills.
 

Further Discussion and Inquiry Extension

Learn more about ‘ei and how to make them by 
watching a YouTube video, such as How To: Make a 
Cook Islands ‘Ei.

Learn some words in Cook Islands Māori. You 
might like to start with personal introductions, 
such as: Ko __ tōku ingoa. (My name is __.)
Ko __ tōku māmā. (My mother is __.)
Ko __ tōku pāpā. (My father is __.)
If possible, ask speakers of Cook Islands Māori to 
teach you.

Challenge the students to design their own 
tīvaevae. This could be a cross-curricula link to 
both Art and Maths, as tīvaevae often involve 
repeating patterns. If possible, sew simple tīvaevae 
designs as a class.

Learn some of the 50 different ways to tie a pāreu 
by watching a YouTube video, such as How To: Tie 
a Pāreu.

Research to learn about how pearls are formed. 
Then watch the YouTube video The Fight Against 
Rising Tides – Black Pearls in the Cook Islands 
to learn about how pearl farming in Manihiki is 
being affected by climate change. 

As a class, learn about Cook Islands food, such as 
ika mata (raw fish salad), curried eke (octopus), 
banana poke (a dessert), rukau (a dish made from 
taro leaves), rori (sea cucumber), and fruit such as 
custard apples, star fruit, and mangoes.

Enjoy and learn a song from the Cook Islands. 
There are many examples on YouTube.

As a class, learn about a Cook Islands ceremony, 
such as the haircutting ceremony – pākoti’anga 
rauru. 


