Chinese New Year

(Between 21st January & 20th February)

The Chinese New Year, Yuan Tuan, begins on the first day of the first lunar month of the year and lasts for three or more days. It is the most important Chinese festival and is popular even with those who no longer believe in its religious aspects.

Long before the festival, the preparations begin. These include the worship of the kitchen God, Tsao-shen, whose picture is hung over the kitchen stove. His mouth is smeared with honey, so that when he returns to heaven at the end of the year, he will report only the good deeds of the family. The family send him on his journey a week before Yuan Tuan by burning his picture. His return on New Year’s Eve is shown by outing a new picture of him over the kitchen stove and welcoming him with loud firecrackers. Firecrackers are let off in the streets to scare away the evil spirits of the Old Year.

The Chinese family gathers to see the New Year in together and spends the first day of the festival at home. Children are given small gifts of money in red envelopes with ‘Kung Hai Fat Choy’, meaning ‘A Happy New Year’, inscribed in gold paint. Red and gold decorations are hung across doors and windows. Gold is the colour of prosperity and red for good luck. Parents and grandparents are honoured and ancestors may be worshipped.

The next day there are processions and ‘Lion Dances’ in the streets. One dancer manipulates a huge, decorated mask of a lions head and the other leaps about in it’s body, to the rhythm of drums and gongs. The lion knocks on the doors of homes and businesses to bring good luck and is rewarded with a lettuce and a red envelope of money. Sometimes several men pared through the streets dressed up as a long dragon.

On the third day of the festival relatives and friends visit each other with gifts of New Year biscuits containing sesame seeds and peanuts as symbols of good luck. They also give traditional pastries stuffed with nuts and fruit and exchange red cards with a New Year greeting in gold, which would have been sent already to friends and relatives living elsewhere.

Chinese years are named after the twelve animals that the Jade Emperor put in a race – or, in another tradition that answered a call from the Buddha. They are, in order, Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Ram or Goat, Monkey, Chicken, Dog and Pig. It is believed that people inherit the characteristics of the animal of their birth year and the Chinese work out detailed horoscopes on this basis. As a brief example, those born in the year of the Monkey are usually quick-witted, clever and creative; but they can also be vain and selfish.

Activities.

1: Draw and decorate a Chinese lion head on card, using bright colours with plenty of red and gold, or yellow. Cut round it and stick it on a similarly decorated cardboard box, with the opening below, so that it can be placed over someone’s head. The body could be a drape of a similar colour which will cover another person following behind. Their dance can be accompanied by improvised drums and gongs. Maybe two or more lions could dance together.

2: Make a Chinese birth sign chart to work out which animal year you were born in.

3: make a red paper envelope, carefully taking apart a small ordinary envelope to use as a template. Write on it with a gold pen the greeting ‘Kung Hai Fat Choy’, a happy new year.

Chinese Lion Dance

(action poem/rhyme)

Moving along with many feet

The lion dances up the street.

Humping his back and shaking his head,

Opening his mouth, with his tongue of red,

Moving forwards, writhing, turning,

Enormous eyes, gleaming, burning,

As the rhythm drives him on

Until the lion dance is done.

Rhythm: use drums, bells and shakers as the lion dances.

Movement: children form a long line, making the body of the lion, holding onto the waist of the child in front, with their heads down. Starting off on the same foot and moving in rhythm to the music, the line should twist and turn as the children follow the movements of the leader.

Child in front should wear a Chinese lion mask and dictate the movement of the line. (the Chinese Lion looks like the Chinese Dragon)

Chinese New Year ideas

Lion Dance

Objective 

PE ~ to think about the ways that different animals [both real and fictional] move and imitate them

Group size 

Whole group

What you need 

Large space to enable all the children to move freely and safely, one hoop between every two children, tambourine to give signals [optional], cassette tape and video of ‘lion dance’ music [BBC Watch video] [optional], copy of the story of the Chinese new year [pg 85]

Preparation

Tell the story from pg 85 of the animals’ race across the river. If possible, watch a video of lion dancing together- point out to the children how the head is held. Place the hoops in strategic places around the room so that the children can obtain them quickly and easily.

What to do

Start with a warm-up to include activities in which the children must obey commands such as stop, go, change directions and make movements, which are high/low, fast/slow, and large/small.

    Remind the children of the story and ask them to think how the animals would move? Experiment with different movements for the rat, ox, rabbit, snake, monkey, cockerel and dragons. Ask them to each choose one animal and to work concentration on the actions for that animal. 





















                                 Ask the children to recall the video of lion dancing and tell them to try to reproduce the movements while you play some appropriate music. Tell the children to find partners, to share a hoop with their partner and to experiment with lion dancing using the hoop as the lion’s head. Let half the group watch while the others perform their dance and then repeat with the other group.

Discussion 

Explain that lion dancing is just one of the ways that the Chinese New Year is celebrated with processions where the dancing is accompanied by drums, gongs and symbols. Traditionally, the lions accompany a huge dragon as it dances along the road. Some shops and houses hang money [wrapped in red] from upstairs windows. The dancers then ‘climb’ up to collect it. It is hoped that the music will chase away evil sprits and that the dancing will encourage good luck during the following year. Talk about working together, taking turns, and listening to each other’s ideas. 

Follow-up activities

· Encourage the children to accompany their movements with musical instruments.

· Join the pairs together to form longer ‘lions’.

· Decorate the hoop to resemble the head and use a decorated hoop for the body.

· Use the ‘dances’ as part of a performance, assembly or other form of celebration.

Cut Paper Work.

Objective

Art ~ to make decorations using folding and cutting skills.

Group size

Up to six children

What you need

Scissors, adhesive, red and yellow strips of paper approximately 10 x 30cm – one for each child and one extra set, a copy of the story of the Chinese New Year.

 Preparation

Cut the paper to size. Tell the story of the Chinese New Year and explain some of the ways in which it is celebrated.

What to do

Ask each child to choose a piece of paper and show them how to make a concertina fold. Repeat slowly allowing the children to make their own. The number of folds will depend on the development of individual children.

Then show them how you can cut the folded paper and emphasise the importance of only cutting part way across. Let the children make their own cuts on both sides of the folded paper. Open out sheet to reveal a cut pattern. Carefully put adhesive around the edge of the paper and mount onto a contrasting colour to display.

Discussion

Talk about times when the children decorate their homes. How do their families prepare for a celebration? What do they celebrate? How can children help when preparations are taking place? Encourage children to discuss the parts they like and dislike. Discuss the need to fold the paper neatly and cut carefully, what do they think will happen if they don’t? Why must they be careful with scissors? Can they think of any rules for using them? Cut paper work is a traditional Chinese art: discuss the need for great accuracy and attention to detail when making really intricate animal designs. Do red and yellow go well together?

Follow-up activities

· Use the similar shapes to make a New Year card. 

· Make similar patterns out of tissue paper and place on a window so that the light can show through.

· Set up a red and gold interest table.

· Examine other forms of Chinese art and writing

Running the Race

Objective

English ~ To listen to a story and act it out using simple props.

Group Size

At least 14

What you need 

Card, scissors, crayons, rolled newspaper handles for masks (or elastic if the children are happy to wear them) copy of the Chinese New Year story, strips of blue and green fabric or crepe paper (if there are more than 14 children)

Preparation

Clear a space to act out the story. Read the story . Make masks for each of the animals and Gods in the story. The children can draw and make their own masks or you may have some animal masks templates to use. Let the children decorate their own masks – the extent of the decoration will depend on the time and materials available, and the skills of the children.

If there are more than 14 children cut out long strips of fabric for some children t hold to form the river. Place all the masks – upside down – in the order that the animals completed the race.

What to do

Read the story and give the children plenty of opportunity to discuss and ask questions. Explain that you are going to retell the story with the children acting out the various parts. Talk about the characters and the kind of movements they are likely to make.

Ask the children to stand in a space where they can see you easily. Tell the story with pauses at appropriate times for the actions to take place. On the first run through ‘swimming’ can take place on the spot using the appropriate arm movements.

Now allocate ‘parts’. These need not necessarily be speaking parts – it depends on the confidence of the children.

As you reach the race in the story ask the children forming the river to move their strips slowly up and down. The ‘swimmers’ step over these one-by-one. Younger children might find it difficult to finish the race in the ‘correct’ order. This is not essential, but try and make sure that the RAT and the OX finish first and second respectively.

Discussion

How do the children think the OX felt when he was tricked by the RAT?

Does it matter who wins the race? Explain that all the animals have years named after them – even the one who came last. Talk about ways in which the New Year is celebrated now. There are street processions with a lion dancing, it is a time for new beginnings with new clothes, settling of debts, special foods (dumplings), and lucky bags containing money are given to children for good fortune. These celebrations take place in Chinese communities all over the world.

Follow up activities

· Develop the roles of children – perhaps looking at the type of movements or giving them speaking roles.

· Use the story as the basis for an assembly or perform to the children’s families.

· Prepare a class book of the story using the children’s own words and either their pictures or photographs of them in their roles (gain parental consent to do this)

· Read the poem ‘Carnival Time’

· Sing the song Chinese New Year to accompany the story.

Animal Antics

Objective

Science ~ to observe and describe the characteristics of different animals.

Group size

Whole group followed by small groups.

What you need

Variety of pictures of animals, books containing clear pictures of animals and if possible an adult who can bring in a pet.

Preparation

Contact local people who are particularly interested in animals and invite them in to meet the children and answer their questions. Arrange for an adult to bring a pet to show the group (make sure the pet can be safely viewed by the children).

What to do

Remind the children of the animals in the Chinese New Year story. What do the children know about them? Have a close look at the pet in the classroom. How does it move? What does it eat? Where does it live? How big does it grow?

Choose a few animals from the story, such as the rat, tiger, cockerel and snake, and try to answer these same questions for these animals. Repeat the activity with the dragon. How do the answers compare? Do all children agree with the ‘information’ about the dragon? Use the reference books and photographs to check information.

Work with one small group at a time to answer similar questions for the other animals. Encourage the children to question and find out as much as they can from any sources. Make constructive use of local expertise for this activity by asking knowledgeable adults for information which is just as valid as looking in a book

Discussion

Throughout the activity encourage the children to question. If you don’t know the answer to a certain question, find the answers together using reference books available. Discuss the suitability of animals as pet. Why is it rare to have a tiger as a pet? Which animals are real and which are imaginary? How can we tell the difference? Can the children think of any stories containing imaginary animals? Talk about the children’s own experiences with animals. What can they tell you?

Follow up activities

· Paint pictures of the animals and their habitats.

· Read stories about dragons and ask the children t draw what they think a dragon looks like.

· Make a pictogram of the children’s favourite animals from the story.

· Collect the animal pictures and information together in a group book.

Chinese Music

Objective

Music ~ to listen and enjoy Chinese music.

Group size

Whole or half group.

What you need

Some Chinese music on cassette, CD or record and facilities for playing the music, a copy of the Chinese New Year story

Preparation

Acquire some suitable music – it might be available from a local community, a multi-cultural resource center or a local library. Listen to the music and select suitable pieces. Set up the equipment so that it is only necessary to switch on.

What to do

Remind the children of the Chinese New Year story, reading it through again if necessary, and discuss together all the ways of celebrating. Talk about the music used for the lion dancing and how it is different from most of the music the children are likely to hear on the radio, for example.

Ask the children to sit in a comfortable position. Some might find it easier to concentrate if they close their eyes. Listen to a short piece of Chinese music together and watch the children’s reactions. Afterwards, discuss it an ask the children to think about what movements they would make to the music. Would it be fast, slow, small steps or large steps? Listen to a contrasting piece of music, choose a quiet piece this time and discuss. Finally ask the children to close their eyes and listen to some more music – just for pleasure.

Discussion

Talk about how a piece of music makes the children feel. Some parts might be slow and dreamy while others might are loud and aggressive. Which words can they use to describe the pieces? What do they think about when they hear it? Explain that music plays a central role in the processions and celebrations with a large drum playing a leading part. Can the children distinguish the drum in the pieces played? What other types of instruments can they hear?

Follow up activities

· Let the children dance to the music if they wish – or use hand movements as an accompaniment

· Try a percussion accompaniment, perhaps using drums or tambourines, either made by the children or commercially produced.

· Sing a Chinese New Year song and learn to say ‘kung hey fat choy’ (Happy New Year)

· PLAY THE Chinese music as background music while the children are busy with other Chinese New Year activities.

Good luck decorations

Objective

Design and technology ~ to make classroom decorations using a range of design and make skills.

What you need

Adhesive, scissors, sticky tape, twigs, yoghurt pots, plasticine, stiff paper, contrasting fabric and pre-cut frames, pink tissue-paper, red, gold and yellow paper, paint – especially red, gold, yellow, brown, gold braid, small pieces of different papers and fabrics – especially red, gold and yellow, decorative materials in the appropriate colours such as sequins, glitter, gift wrap.

Preparation

Prepare greeting card frames and prepare sheets for lucky bags. Make an example of a blossom tree, card, banner and lucky bag. Show children the completed examples and discuss how they are made. Explain that the children are going to make their own decorations using these basic designs but decorating them as they like. Divide the children into four groups and explain that each group will make a different decoration.

What to do

Lucky bags ~ cut out the lucky bag outline. Show the children how to fold, slowly and carefully, along the dotted lines. Put adhesive on the shaded areas and stick down to form a lucky bag. Encourage them to make a decoration such as blossom, cut paper design, gold pattern or animal for the year and stick this decoration to the center of bag.

Blossom trees ~ decorate the yoghurt pots in a variety of ways. Push plasticine into the base of each pot – large enough to support some twigs. Tear pink tissue paper into pieces approximately 6cm square and crumple the center of the paper to form flower shapes. Stick the blossom to the twigs and stand the ‘blossom trees’ in the decorated pots.

Greetings Cards ~ carefully fold the card in half. Paint stems and pink blossom on contrsting fabric. When dry, stick the painting to the outside of the card. Cover with pre cut frame and stick in place. On the inside write ‘Happy New Year’ or ‘Kung hey fat choy’

Banner ~ copy the Chinese Greeting (above) onto yellow paper and cut out. Stick it on to the center of a red piece of paper. Decorate the border in a variety of ways such as with gold braid, small flowers cut from gift wrap, small pink blossom, red and gold glitter, pieces of foil.

Discussion

Discuss the way in which whole cities or districts of cities are decorated for the Chinese celebrations. In some areas there are street processions with decorated floats and lion dancing. Homes are thoroughly cleaned before being decorated with symbols of good luck such as banners, peach blossom, lions and dragons. People exchange cards and give children ‘lucky money’ from both lucky bags and branches hung with money. Do the preparations remind the children of any other festival preparations?

Follow up activities

· Make lanterns from red and gold gift wrap around a cardboard tube covered with yellow paper.

· Make a mobile using the symbols of the festival or the animals in the story. Hang from a hoop decorated in red and gold. Attach red and gold tissue paper streamers.

· Make a dragon wall picture – make the body from large circles of paper or foil decorated with scraps of material. Cut spikes of paper for the back, add feet, a tail and a head. Make the eyes using half a ball of the appropriate size.

Make a Display

What you need

A display board covered with gold or yellow backing paper, a red border cut with a wavy edge, a table to fit under the display draped in red, yellow or gold fabric (or crepe paper) items made by the children, artifacts loaned by families, paper and pens to make labels, sticky tape or staples, letter to families, paper for double mounting if needed.

Preparation

Cover the table and board with red and gold materials. Send a letter to families explaining that you are preparing the display and would like to include contributions from home such as chopsticks, a wok or decorations.

What to do

Explain to the children that you are planning to make a display with their Chinese New Year work. It will include some of the items that they have made together with other things which can be contributed.

Make a selection of things which the children have made such as a banner, card, cut paper work, blossom tree, lucky bag and a story illustration. Try to include the children in making the selection and ensure that all of the pieces of work is valued, not just select the best pieces. Make labels for the items and a larger label to explain that the display is a part of the group’s Chinese New Year work.

Ask a small group to work with you to arrange the material. Try to leave spaces for any items that will be added temporarily. Make labels for these items as necessary. Some items might look more effective if double mounted. If so, keep to the same colour scheme for maximum effect.

Discussion

Explain that red and gold are the colours traditionally associated with the festival. Streets, shops and homes would be decorated with similar good luck symbols. Discuss ways in which the children decorate their homes for special occasions.

The Chinese New Year Story

There were only a few days to New Year and twelve of the animals were arguing. Each animal wanted the New Year named after himself, what a noise they made! Roaring, Crowing, Bleating, Hissing, Barking and Squeaking. They soon woke the Gods, who appeared in the sky and asked what was going on. All the animals answered at once. 

“Be quiet!” ordered the Gods. “You are all very rude!”

The animals went quiet. One by one they explained why they were arguing and why each felt the New Year should be named after them.

The Gods listened to them and thought very hard about their problem. They finally decided it would be best to hold a race.

“Can you see the big river?” the Gods asked. “You must all swim across it, and we will name the New Year after the one who reaches the other side first.”

The animals all agreed to take part. Secretly, each thought they would win. They lined up along the bank and the Gods started them off.

“Ready. Steady, GO!” they shouted.

There was an enormous splash as the twelve animals leaped into the water. Ox was the strongest swimmer and he soon began to take the lead. When Rat saw this, he cleverly grabbed Ox’s tail and climbed onto his back without Ox noticing. As Ox waded the last few steps to the bank, Rat leaped over his head and onto the shore.

“I’ve won! I’ve won!” he squeaked.

Ox was very surprised. He had no idea that Rat had cheated.

So the Gods named the New Year after Rat.

“Next year will be named after Ox, because he came second,” they said.

One by one the animals reached the other side of the river; Tiger, Hare, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Ram, Monkey, Dog and then Pig who came last.

“You have all done very well,” said the Gods, “so we will name a year after each of you, in the order that you finished the race.”

The animals were very tired, but pleased that it was all settled and they didn’t have to argue any more.

