Kam Mak and Lunar New Year Stamps 
Grades 9-12
This lesson has been adapted from the National Postal Museum’s exhibition Celebrating Lunar New Year, as well as online materials created by the National Postal Museum’s education department, including http://www.arago.si.edu/index.asp?con=4&cmd=2&eid=406&slide=toc and http://www.postalmuseum.si.edu/educators/4b_DesignIt.html. 
Learning Standards 

These standards are achieved through guided work with the teacher.

Visual Arts (from the National Art Education Association)  

· N-VA.3. Visual Arts: Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas.
· N-VA.4. Visual Arts: Understanding the visual arts in relation to history and cultures.
· N-VA.6. Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines.
Language Arts (from the National Council of Teachers of English) 

· N.12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 

U.S. History (from the National Center for History in the Schools)
· Topic 1 Living and Working Together in Families and Communities, Now and Long Ago: Students understand family life now and in the past, and family life in various places long ago.

Objectives

· Students will gain an understanding of Chinese American New Year traditions through the visual and literary work of contemporary Chinese American artist Kam Mak. 

Duration 

Two 45-minute classes

Key Concepts 

Lunar New Year, Chinatown, stamp design

Materials and Reproducibles

· Lunar New Year stamps (2008-2010) by Kam Mak [link]
· Graphic organizer [link]
· The book My Chinatown: One Year in Poems by Kam Mak. (Students will get into five groups to read separate parts of the book. You will need either five copies of this book or one hard copy and one photocopy in order to distribute the required sections to each group.)
· Lunar New Year stamps (1992-2004) by Clarence Lee [link]
Background Information (for the teacher) [link]
Part One Looking at the stamps 
Hand out or project the Lunar New Year stamps by Kam Mak [link]. Have students examine the images. They will first identify them as postage stamps and then try to identify the images on the stamps. Working as a class, fill in the first column of the graphic organizer (on the board, chart paper, or the computer) [link] by listing words that describe the stamps. Then ask: Why do you think the artist chose this picture? What is the artist trying to suggest or represent? Remember that the importance of this exercise lies in  looking and generating ideas and questions, not knowing the right answer. 

As the discussion progresses, share information about the stamps from the background section. Let students know that Mak incorporates into the Lunar New Year stamps many Lunar New Year memories of his childhood in New York’s Chinatown. Continue to fill in the first column as students come to understand the stamps better.

Part Two  Reading and reexamining the stamps
Divide the class into five groups and give each group a copy of one “season” of poems from the book, My Chinatown: One Year in Poems. Each season – Winter, Spring, Summer, Fall, and Winter Again – includes three poems. 

Ask the groups to read their three poems and then to fill in the second column of the graphic organizer with phrases and descriptions from the poems that they see reflected in the stamps. 

Have the students share the poems and present their findings to the class. They will need to support their ideas with specific examples from the poems and stamps. Again, the important part of the exercise is in looking closely and supporting ideas. 

Part Three Comparing Mak’s and Lee’s stamps
Now hand out or project the stamps by Clarence Lee. In their groups, students will fill in the third column of the graphic organizer by comparing the rat, ox, and tiger stamps from both series. What is similar? What is different? (Mak incorporated both the calligraphy and the paper-cut animals from the first cycle of stamps into his designs, as well as Lunar New Year elements from his childhood in New York’s Chinatown.)

Ask the students to share their responses with the class. Have their responses changed after reading the poems and examining Lee’s stamps? 
Part Four Adding context 

Direct students to the following three links for articles and interviews with Kam Mak: 
· http://www.beyondtheperf.com/content/second-act
· http://www.beyondtheperf.com/content/across-two-cultures (Be sure to follow link within this article to view Mak’s design process.)
· www.postalmuseum.si.edu/educators/4b_DesignIt_Mak.html (Be sure to have the students follow the link at the end of this interview to explore Mak’s koi stamp and other paintings.)
As a class, discuss Mak’s use of close-up views in his artwork. Why did Mak choose such views to portray his subjects in the small space of a stamp? Ask students to support their answers with both their own thoughts and Kam’s own words in the interview. (Possible student answers: more intense, wants us to feel it more keenly, makes us see the beauty, feel delight, etc.)
