
 

 

 

  



POLYNESIAN VOYAGING & THE WAYFINDING ART 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

SECTION 1  GEOGRAPHY: PACIFIC OCEAN & PACIFIC ISLAND GROUPS 

SECTION 2   POLYNESIAN ORIGIN: EARLY THEORIES 

SECTION 3   INGUISTICS: LANGUAGE CLUES 

SECTION 4    ARCHAEOLOGY: LEARNING FROM ARTIFACTS  (Sample page) 

SECTION 5   POLYNESIAN ORIGIN: ALTERNATIVE THEORIES 

SECTION 6   ANCIENT VOYAGERS: POLYNESIAN ANCESTORS 

SECTION 7  POLYNESIAN VOYAGING CANOES: HOKULE’A 

SECTION 8   NAVIGATION: THE WAYFINDING ART (Sample pages) 

SECTION 9   SAILING: VOYAGING SKILLS 

SECTION 10  ORAL HISTORY 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

  



Section 4 
ARCHEOLOGY 

Learning from Artifacts 
 

OVERVIEW 

This section challenges students to become amateur archaeologists by collecting and analyzing data 
from different Polynesian civilizations. Artifacts found at different island archipelagos at two 
different time periods will be compared to draw possible conclusions about Polynesian origin and 
migration patterns. (Each dig will be conducted by two student archeological teams. 

 
OBJECTIVES 

Students will be able to: 

• Collect and analyze archeological data 
• Use archaeological evidence to support or refute a theory of Polynesian origin and migration 

patterns 
• Define archeologist, archeological dig, artifacts 

 
PREPARATION 

1. For each group of three to four students, make one copy of each of the following: 
Activity Cards #4: ARCHEOLOGICAL DIG: WHERE DO THE MAORI COME FROM? 
And ARCHEOLOGICAL DIG: DATA SHEETS 
Information Cards #4: ARTIFACT EXAMPLES AND DEFINITIONS and MAORI 
ARTIFACTS one of the Information Cards #3A-C: MARQUESAN, SAMOAN or 
TAHITIAN ARTIFACTS 

2. Each group will need:  
Pencil 
Scissors 
3 thick books or boxes to arrange “civilization levels” (see below) 

3. Set up one sample “dig site” by stacking the books and indicating that the oldest artifacts 
(before 500 A.D.) are placed on the lowest level; next oldest (500-1000 A.D.) on the middle 
level; and the most recent artifacts (after 1000 A.D.) on the top level. See diagram below. 

 

TIME ESTIMATE 

1 class periods for activity 

½ class period to discuss the results the following day  

  



 
Section 8 

NAVIGATION 
The Wayfinding Art 

 
OVERVIEW 

Perhaps the most exciting aspect of the Hukule’a project is the method of navigation used to guide 
the canoe on its voyages across the Pacific. Nainoa Thompson created a system of wayfinding 
blending ancient tradition, observation of the ocean and sky and study in Bishop Museum’s 
planetarium. This section teaches students to identify some constellations and introduces some basic 
concepts of wayfinding. 

OBJECTIVES 

Students will be able to 

• Define navigation 
• Understand the difference between modern and non-instrument navigation 
• Recognize the movement of the stars across the sky from east to west 
• Locate and identify stars and star patterns, depending on the season and geographical 

location: Big Dipper, Arcturus, (Hokule’a), Spica, Little Dipper, Polaris (North Star), Scorpio 
(Hook of Maui), Antares, Orion’s belt 

• Understand and demonstrate the basic concept or a star compass 
• Set a course for a voyage, using map information and star compass 

PREPARATION 

1. Copy the following for each pair of students: 
Activity Card #1: STAR STUDY PART 1: LEARNING THE NIIGHT SKY and  
Information Card #1: EVENING STAR MAPS (select one for the appropriate time of year) 
Activity Card #2: STAR STUDY PART 2: RISING AND SETINGS STARS and  
Information Card #2: RISING AND SETTING STARS 
Activity Card #3: USING THE STAR COMPASS and 
Information Card#3: THE STAR COMPASS and STAR COMPASS LANGUAGE 

2. For ACTIVITY CARD #3: USING THE STAR COMPASS you will need: 
Maps of the city or community where students live or attend school 
Butcher paper and markers 

TIME ESTIMATE 

Homework and ½ class period for STAR STUDY PART 1: LEARNING THE NIGHT SKY 

Homework and ½ class period for STAR STUDY PART 2: RISING AND SETTING STARS 

1 class period for USING THE STAR COMPASS 

 



LESSON PLAN 

1. Mau Piailug and Nainoa Thompson are wayfinders. They know how to guide a canoe to an 
island across the ocean – without the use of modern instruments. This is a special skill known by 
very few people. In fact, Nainoa is the first Hawaiian in several hundred years to use the ancient 
methods of non-instrument navigation, or wayfinding.  

2. In order to become a master wayfinder, Nainoa has had to learn many things. So many things that 
he has been studying for more than 15 years and he is still learning! Mau Piailug has studied 
wayfinding all his life. He taught Nainoa the traditional methods of navigation. Will Kyselka, 
astronomer at the Bishop Museum in Hawai’i, helped Nainoa learn about the night sky – the 
stars, moon and planets. 

3. Explain that Nainoa has also had to learn about geography, meteorology and oceanography. He 
has been helped by other teachers, but he has also done a great deal of studying on his own. He 
has had to figure out what it was necessary to know in order to become a successful navigator. 

4. Ask students if they have ever taught themselves something (ride a bike, throw a football, draw a 
picture, etc). Have students imagine that they must figure out what they need to learn in order to 
be able to guide a canoe without instruments. What are some of the questions they must ask in 
order to learn how to navigate? 

5. Today we know stars are large “suns,” but to the Polynesians they appeared to be bright points of 
light that were stuck onto the inside of a huge dome of the night sky. Stars rise at a point in the 
east at the circle base of the dome, travel overhead, and set a point in the west.  
Note: There are also two stars or star patterns that move very near to the celestial poles and do 
not travel across the sky from east to west Polaris, the North Star circles the north celestial pole. 
Use an umbrella to illustrate how “stars” placed on the inside of the umbrella rotate around the 
point, or pole of the sky. The north star is very close to that pole. Another umbrella upside down 
can be used to illustrate the position and movement of the Southern Cross. See diagram below. 

 
6. Nainoa studied the night sky until he knew the rising and setting patterns of several stars. By 

knowing when and where certain stars rose and set, he could determine the canoe’s direction at 
different times during the night. The compass divides the circle of the sky into 32 equal parts, or 
houses, each with a Hawaiian name. He developed a star compass – a tool to help him use the 
stars as a way of finding direction and keeping a course. 

7. Introduce Activity #10: STAR STUDY PART 1: LEARNING THE NIGHT SKY. Copy only the 
star chart for the appropriate time of year and give students time to complete the activity. They 
will need to be able to go out on a clear night. Proceed with Activity #11: STAR STUDY PART 
2: RISING AND SETTING STARS. 

8. For Activity #12: USING THE STAR COMPASS, have students work in pairs to draw copies of 
the STAR COMPASS onto butcher paper. Have available maps of your city for students to work 
with, or draw maps of the community on the chalkboard, indication major landmarks and the 
cardinal directions. 



WRAP UP 

• Have students discuss what they have learned about navigation. Ask how they might 
apply the knowledge to their lives where they live today. 

• Discuss what qualities they admire in Nainoa and the ways that he learned his skill. 
• Ask students to think of a skill they might be interested in learning on their own – one 

which might preserve a cultural tradition from their individual backgrounds. 
• Discuss the importance of maintaining a cultural identity. 
• Have students do extra credit reports on something to do with astronomy or navigation or 

oral tradition (an example of the latter is how Nainoa learned from Mau). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ACTIVITY CARD #1 

STAR STUDY PART 1: 

LEARNING THE NIGHT SKY 

Using the STAR MAP your teacher gives you, learn to locate and identify the following stars and/or 
constellations: (Note: Use the chart for the correct time of year.) 

BIG DIPPER 

ARCTURUS (HOKULE’A) 

VIRGO 

SPICA 

(POLARIS) NORTH STAR 

SCORPIO (HOOK OF MAUI) 

ORION’S BELT (THREE CANOE PADDLERS) 

ANTARES (HEART OF THE SCORPION) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



INFORMATION CARD #1 

EVENING STAR MAP: 

January – February (9-10 PM) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TO USE THIS MAP: Hold this sheet in front of you. Turn the map so the direction you are facing is 
on the bottom. The constellations in the sky will match the constellations on the map. 

 

  



ACTIVITY CARD #2 

STAR STUDY PART 2: 

RISING AND SETTING STARS 

On a clear night, study the movement of stars across the sky. 

1. At home, go outside after it gets dark and pick out as many constellations or star patterns as 
you can identify. 

2. Now pick one constellation that is near the eastern horizon and one that is near the western 
horizon. (If you don’t have a compass to tell directions notice where the sun sets – that will 
be near west.) 

3. Make a fist and hold your arm straight out. That represents 10 degrees. 

 

4. Measure how many degrees each star pattern is from the nearest horizon and record it on a 
piece of paper. 

5. Go on about three hours later (set your alarm clock!) and record the new position of each of 
the star patterns. 

6. Bring your notes to the class and share what you learned. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



INFORMATION CARD #2 

RISING AND SETTING STARS 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ACTIVITY CARD #3 

USING THE STAR COMPASS 

1. Working with a partner, draw a large version of the STAR COMPASS onto butcher paper. 
2. Look at a map of your city. Find your school on your map 
3. Working with your partner, tell which constellation you should follow to reach each of the 

following destinations (starting from school): 
CITY HALL 
YOUR HOME 
ZOO 
ART MUSEUM 
LIBRARY 
PARK 

4. How long can you follow that constellation before it changes its position in the sky? Which 
star or constellation could guide you all night long? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



INFORMATION CARD #3 

THE STAR COMPASS 

 

 

 

 

  



INFORMATION CARD #3 (CONTINUED) 

STAR COMPASS LANGUAGE 

Stars rise in the east, travel overhead and set at corresponding points in the west. Navigator Nainoa 
Thompson studied the night sky until he knew the rising and setting patterns of several stars. He 
developed a STAR COMPASS. This would help him use the stars as a way of setting the canoe’s 
course and keeping on course until reaching landfall.  

Probably the most important part of wayfinding is knowing how to use the stars. The STAR 
COMPASS helps Nainoa keep track of the stars’ position as they move across the sky. It divides the 
circle of the sky into 32 equal houses, or parts, each with a Hawaiian name. 

CARDINAL DIRECTIONS: 
HIKANA (East) 
“coming,” the direction from which the sun comes into the sky 

KOMOHANA (West) 
“to enter,” the direction to the right of the observer facing the direction toward which the sun travels 
across the sky 

AKAU (North) 
“right,” the direction to the right of the observer facing the direction toward which the sun travels 
across the sky 

HEMA (South) 
“left”. To the left of the observer facing in the direction of the traveling sun. 

MANU (Northeast and southeast) 
“bird,” Nainoa visualizes Hokule’a as a bird flying southeast toward Tahiti, its head and neck 
outstretched and wings outspread 

OTHER DIRECTIONS: 
LA 
The place where “la,” the sun, rises and sets 

AINA 
“land,” the direction in which land is expected to be at the end of a voyage 

NOIO 
Hawaiian name for the brown noddy tern that leads the wayfinder toward land 

HAKA 
“empty,” for the emptiness, or lack of stars in the region of the celestial poles 

NA LEO 
“the quiet voices of the stars” 

NALAIN 
Name associated with Canopus, the second brightest star in the sky that sets far to the southwest 


