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Sequoyah’s Talking Leaves 
Tennessee Heritage at Junior 4-H Camp 

Skill Level 
Beginner 
 
Learner Outcomes 
The learner will be able to: 
• Summarize the story of Sequoyah by 

telling it aloud 
• Compose a Cherokee word 
• Recognize the contributions of 

Sequoyah 
 
Educational Standard(s) Supported 
4.54, 4.W.RBPK.8, 4.SL.PKI.4, 
5.W.RBPK.8, 5.SL.PKI.4, 6.W.RBPK.8, 
6.SL.PKI.4 
 

American Camp Association: PD.3, PD.5, 
and PD.7 
 
Success Indicator 
Learners will be successful if they: 
• Retell the story of Sequoyah  
• Write the Cherokee word for water 
• Explain Sequoyah’s contributions 
 
Time Needed 
45 Minutes 
 
Materials List 
Four Laminated Trees  
Four Sets of Leaves (80 Leaves Total) 
Velcro Dots (80) 
Student Sheets 
Pencils 
Sequoyah Narrative handout 
 

Introduction to Content 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Author 
Hall, Alexis N. Program Assistant,  
Clyde Austin 4-H Center 
 

Tennessee 4-H Youth Development 

Campers will learn about Sequoyah’s 
invention of the Cherokee syllabary, 
which gave the Cherokee people a way 
to communicate through writing. The 
syllabary is made of symbols that 
represent syllables in the Cherokee 
language. 

 

 
Introduction to Methodology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Campers will listen to a narrative about 
Sequoyah and then retell the story orally 
using the talking leaves as a guide. 
Campers will learn how the syllabary 
works by writing the Cherokee word for 
water and practicing writing their own 
names or other words using the syllabary.  

 

Prepared using research based practices in youth 
development and experiential learning.   

Sources 
 http://www.history.org/history/teaching/enew
sletter/volume9/sept10/teachstrategy.cfm  
 

http://www.native-
languages.org/cherokee_alphabet.htm  
 

https://etc.usf.edu/clipart/44100/44125/44125
_tulip_1.htm 
 

This lesson plan was developed 
as part of the Tennessee 

Heritage Junior 4-H Camp 
Curriculum. 

 



 

  

Setting the Stage and Opening Questions 
 

Ask campers: “Why do we use the letters of the alphabet?” 
Answers will vary but could include, “We use letters to write words.” “We use 
letters to sound out words.” 
 
Tell campers: “If we did not have the letters of the alphabet to write down our 
words, how would we share stories and histories? We would say stories out 
loud and listen to them.” 
 
Tell campers: “Before the Cherokee people had the syllabary, they used 
storytelling to share their stories and histories. Today you will do three things: 
 
1. Summarize the story of Sequoyah by telling it aloud 
2. Write the Cherokee word for water 
3. Recognize the contributions of Sequoyah  
 
In English, each letter of the alphabet represents a different sound. In 
Cherokee, each symbol of the syllabary represents a different syllable. 
Cherokee people used the syllabary to share information by writing. Before 
the syllabary existed, they could not communicate by writing. Instead, they 
shared information and stories by listening and speaking.” 
 

Tips for Engagement 
 

During this time, leaders should 
be actively engaged with the 
campers to help them complete 
the activity.  
 
Remember, your enthusiasm for 
the activity makes a big 
difference in how the campers 
feel about it! 
 
Share either of the videos below 
from the Cherokee Nation or the 
Smithsonian National Museum 
of the American Indian. Scan the 
QR code with the camera on 
your smart device. 

 
 

 
 
Leaders should visit each group 
to check on their progress during 
the lesson. If campers are stuck, 
ask them questions to help them 
figure out the answers.  

 

Terms and Concepts Introduction  
 

Sequoyah invented the Cherokee syllabary, which gave the Cherokee 
people a way to communicate through writing. The syllabary is made of 
symbols that represent syllables in the Cherokee language.  

Experience  
 

Tell campers, “We are going to learn about the man who created the syllabary. The leaders will now pass out leaves 
with words written on it. These leaves are shaped like the yellow poplar tree, which is the state tree of Sequoyah's 
home state, Tennessee. The number on the back of your leaf is your group number. Find the other people in your 
group and sit with them. Once you are in a group, leaders will bring you a tree.”  
 
Help campers find their groups.  
 
Tell campers, “I am now going to read you the story of Sequoyah. When I read one of the words on your leaf, the 
person who has that leaf should place it on the tree. Place your leaves in sequential order on the tree, starting at the top 
and working down toward the bottom. Listen very carefully as I read the story so that you can remember it.” 
 
Read the narrative found in the supplemental information.  
 



 

  Life Skill(s) 
 

4th Grade Heart 
Improve communication skills 
and develop a sense of belonging. 
Actively listen to what others are 
saying; be able to restate or 
summarize what has been said. 
 
Demonstrate the characteristics 
of leadership, citizenship, and 
teamwork. 
Communicate information 
effectively about a given topic. 
 
5th Grade Hands 
Demonstrate the characteristics 
of leadership, citizenship and 
teamwork. 
Speak clearly and effectively in 
group settings. 
 
6th Grade Head, Thinking 
Learn to form ideas, make 
decisions and think critically. 
Use the senses to gain new 
information or find new ways to 
use information. 
 
6th Grade Heart, Relating 
Establish connections with others 
that are wholesome and 
meaningful. 
Use appropriate social skills to 
interact in group settings. 
 
Send and receive information 
using speech, writing, gestures 
and artistic expression. 
 
Understand why knowledge of 
different cultural, racial and 
ethnic groups are important. 
 

Share 
 

Tell campers, “Now, we will use the talking leaves to retell the story. If 
you would like to share a sentence from one of the talking leaves to tell 
the story, raise your hand. I will call on people to come up to the 
microphone to share the story.” 
 
Call on campers to retell the story. If they get stuck, help them out by 
asking questions. Encourage a variety of campers to participate in 
retelling the story.  
 

Apply  
 

Tell campers: “When you finish writing the Cherokee word for water, then 
try writing your own names by finding the symbols that represent the sounds 
in your name.” 
 
Help campers find the symbols that sound like the sounds in their names, or 
ones that are similar. If they finish this quickly and time remains in the 
sessions, encourage them to do the same thing with other ideas. 

Process  
 

Ask campers, “What was difficult about telling the story using only the 
talking leaves?” 
 
Answers will vary, but could include, “It was hard to remember all of 
the details.” “You were talking too fast.” “I couldn’t hear you.” “I only 
heard the story once.” 
 
Tell campers: “Before the Cherokee had the syllabary, they told all 
their stories orally, and that is how they remembered their history. 
When you retold the story in your group, it probably changed a little, 
which is what happens anytime people tell stories without written 
words. Using the syllabary, Cherokee people could write down their 
stories and histories. This preserved their stories and history and kept 
the Cherokee language alive.” 
 

Generalize  
 

Tell campers: “The leaders are now going to give you a copy of the 
modern Cherokee syllabary. To write the Cherokee word for water 
(ama) in the English alphabet, look for the vowel syllable “a” and the 
consonant syllable “ma.” Once you find the correct symbols, write them 
on your paper.  
 
Pass out the worksheets and pencils. Help campers follow the directions 
on the paper. 
 



 

 

 

Tennessee: Social Studies, Grade 4  
 

4.54 Describe and explain the contributions of Sequoyah. (C, H, TN)  
 
 
Tennessee: English and Language Arts, Grades 4-6  
 

4.W.RBPK.8 Recall relevant information from experiences or gather relevant information from print and digital 
sources; take notes, categorize information, and provide a list of sources.  
 

4.SL.PKI.4 Report on a topic or text, tell a story, or recount an experience in an organized manner, using 
appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main ideas or themes; speak clearly at an 
understandable pace. 
 

5.W.RBPK.8 Recall relevant information from experiences or gather relevant information from print and digital 
sources; summarize or paraphrase information in notes and finished work and provide a list of sources.  
 

5.SL.PKI.4 Report on a topic or text, or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically and using appropriate 
facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main ideas. 
 

6.W.RBPK.8 Integrate relevant and credible information from print and digital sources; quote or paraphrase the 
data and conclusions of others while avoiding plagiarism and providing basic bibliographic information for 
sources.  
 

6.SL.PKI.4 Present claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and 
details to accentuate main ideas or themes; use appropriate eye contact, adequate volume, and clear 
pronunciation.  
 
 
American Camping Association: Program Development 
 

PD.3 Program Progression: Camp must allow for campers to experience progression, challenge, and success.  
 

PD.5 Social Development: Camp programs should provide specific activities that are designed to help campers 
develop socially. 
 
 
Clyde Austin 4-H Center 
Campers will learn new skills and enhance present talents and interests through:   

• Encouragement to try new activities 
 

Campers will develop an appreciation for their own skills and those of others through:  
• Understanding the importance of all learning  
• Learning to value individual diversity 

Programs in agriculture and natural resources, 4-H youth development, family and consumer sciences, and resource development. University of 
Tennessee Institute of Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture and county governments cooperating.  UT Extension provides equal 

opportunities in programs and employment. 

Supplemental Information 
Educational Standards Met 



 
Sequoyah by Charles Bird King, 1828 

 
More information is available online at https://www.legendsofamerica.com/na-sequoyah/.  



Sequoyah Narrative 
 

 

Sequoyah was born in the Cherokee village of Tuskegee on the Tennessee River. His mother 

was Cherokee, and his father was probably not. He signed his work in English because there was 

no written form of the Cherokee language. It was popular for people to communicate in English 

by writing symbols on paper. The Cherokee called this paper “talking leaves” because the paper 

seemed to talk to the person who was reading it. Cherokee people only communicated by 

talking, so they needed to memorize everything they knew.  

Sequoyah knew the power of reading and writing, so he spent 12 years figuring out the best 

system to use. He developed 86 different symbols that stood for the 86 syllables in the Cherokee 

language. Many people made fun of Sequoyah while he worked on his invention. People said he 

was a witch, and someone set his cabin on fire to destroy his work. Sequoyah did not give up.  

To prove that his system worked, Sequoyah took his daughter to a meeting of village elders. He 

asked his daughter, Ayoka, to wait outside and then asked the elders to tell him something. He 

wrote down what the elders told him and left the room. When Ayoka entered, she told the elders 

what they had said to Sequoyah by reading the “leaves.” Now they believed that his syllabary 

worked. Soon, many Cherokee people were learning how to write their language. The system 

was so simple that people could learn it very quickly, and it soon became widespread. The 

Cherokee even started printing a newspaper called the Cherokee Phoenix, which was written in 

Cherokee and English.  

By the time the United States forced the Cherokee to move off their native lands after the Indian 

Removal Act, Sequoyah had already moved west to Arkansas and then to Oklahoma. Sequoyah 

is honored by many for his great gift to the Cherokee. A statue of Sequoyah stands in the U.S. 

Capitol building in Washington D.C., and the mighty Sequoia tree was named after him. 

Sequoyah’s invention helped preserve Cherokee language and culture, and it is still used today.  



Sequoyah Cherokee communicate

symbols talking 
leaves

talking



memorize 12 years 86 syllables

witch daughter elders



Ayoka simple newspaper

Indian 
Removal 

Act

U.S .
Capitol preserve



today culture



To write the Cherokee word for water (ama) in  the English alphabet, 
look for the vowel syllable “a” and the consonant syllable “ma.” 

What two Cherokee syllables would you use for the word ama, which means water? 
Write the symbols here. ________ ________

Now, try to write your name using the Cherokee writing system. ____________________________

The Cherokee Syllabary

Each symbol of the syllabary 
represents a syllable, not just a 

consonant or a vowel. 

Cherokee vowels are in columns, 
and consonants are in rows. 
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