Chinese New Year

Gung Hay Fat Choy
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Students will learn the history of the Chinese New Year and Chinese Lunar or Zodiac Calendar.

Grades:
5-8

Objectives:

Students will learn about the culture of the Chinese people by learning important customs and traditions of the people that have been practiced for thousands of years.

Students will learn the history behind the celebrations, which are part of the Chinese New Year.

Students will hear a Chinese folk tale that explains the legend of the Chinese zodiac.

Introduction:

Chinese New Year starts with the New Moon on the first day of the New Year and ends on the full moon 15 days later.  The Chinese calendar is based on a combination of lunar and solar movements.  The Chinese Lunar calendar is also referred to as the Chinese zodiac.

Duration:

1-2 class periods

Background Information:

The Chinese Lunar New Year is the longest chronological record in history.  It begins in 2600BC when the Emperor Huang Ti introduced the first cycle of the zodiac.  The Chinese calendar is based on a combination of lunar and solar movements.  Since the calendar is based on the cycles of the moon the new year can fall anywhere between late January and the middle of February.

Legend has it that the Lord Buddha called all the animals to come to him before he departed from earth.  Only twelve animals came to bid him farewell and as a reward he named a year after each one in the order they arrived.  The Chinese believe the animal ruling the year in which a person is born has a profound influence on that person’s personality, saying:  “This is the animal that hides in your heart.”

New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day are celebrated with families.  The celebration was traditionally a religious ceremony given in honor of Heaven and Earth, the gods of the household and the family ancestors.

Ancestors are remembered with great respect because they were responsible for laying the foundations for the fortune and glory of the family.  The spirits of the ancestors, along with the living, celebrate the beginning of the New Year as one great community.  The family feast symbolizes family unity and honors the past and future.

Chinese begin planning and preparing their New Year celebration about one month before the date of the Chinese New Year.  They begin to buy presents, food, decorations, and clothing.  Several days before the New Year a huge clean-up takes place.  The houses are cleaned from top to bottom to sweep away any traces of bad luck.  All the dirt is swept inwards and then carried out so no harm will follow.  All the dirt and trash must be taken out the back door.

On New Year’s Eve people shoot firecrackers to send out the old year and welcome in the New Year.  At midnight all the windows and doors are opened to let the old year out.

Red clothing should be worn because the Chinese believe this is a happy color that will bring a bright future.  No crying on New Year’s Day or you will cry all through the year.  Children and unmarried friends are given little red envelopes with crisp dollar bills inside for good luck.  Meals consist of seafood such as fish, seaweed and dumplings.  These foods are believed to bring good luck.

Gung Hay Fat Choy means Happy New Year in Chinese!

Materials:

Chinese folktale

Chinese zodiac

Characteristics of animal signs

Activity:
Read aloud the Chinese folktale, The Jade Emperor’s Race, retold by Yao-wen Li.  Have students list the animals in the order that they arrived.  Write on the board or pass out a list of personality characteristics but do not tell the students which ones go with which animal.

Most classes will be made up of students with the same birth year or maybe 2 different years.  Tell the students the animal sign for their birth year and have them try and determine which personality characteristics match their year.  After several minutes let the class vote on the characteristics they think match their birth year.

Tell students the correct personality characteristics for each animal.  They might want to look at characteristics of their parents or siblings also.

Give the students information about Chinese New Year celebrations. 

Compare New Year’s celebrations in America with those of the Chinese.

Evaluation:
On a test ask students to write a paragraph about the traditions and celebrations of the Chinese New Year.

Sources:

Creative Classroom, January/February 1990.

Cricket, The Jade Emperor’s Race, A Chinese folktale retold by Yao-wen Li, February 1996.

The Good Apple Newspaper, 1994.

www.janbrett.com- this website has a beautiful zodiac calendar that can be downloaded.  Scroll down to the search and type in Chinese zodiac.

www.library.thinkquest.org/3708/zodiac.htm

www.new-year.co.uk/chinese/calendar
Chinese restaurants often have the Chinese zodiac on their placemats.

