Lunar New Year Stamps 
Grades K-2

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.
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). 

Objectives

· Students will learn about the Lunar New Year cycle and a Chinese American artist’s rendering of it. 

· Students will develop vocabulary using lunar new year postage stamps as a prompt.

Duration 

One 45-minute class 

Key Concepts 

Lunar New Year, zodiac, stamp design

Materials and Reproducibles

· Lunar New Year stamps (1992-2004) by Clarence Lee [link]
· Graphic organizer [link]
· The Great Race: the Story of the Chinese Zodiac by Dawn Casey (book)

Background Information (for the teacher)
Observed throughout the world by people of Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Tibetan, and Mongolian heritage, the Lunar New Year is a time of modern festivity and ancient tradition. As the celebration became widespread in America, the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) responded with stamps that illustrate some of its most notable symbols and signs. The Lunar New Year Collection is one of the most successful issues in the history of the USPS. 
The lunar cycle is based on a twelve-year repeating cycle. According to legend, the signs of the zodiac were determined when Buddha invited all the animals of the kingdom for a meeting. Only twelve animals showed up: the rooster, dog, boar, rat, ox, tiger, hare, dragon, snake, horse, ram, and monkey. Buddha gave each animal its own year; thus, it is believed that people will possess the nature and characteristics of the animal that represents the year in which they are born.

Born in Honolulu, Hawaii, artist Clarence Lee was selected to design the first Chinese lunar stamp, the “Year of the Rooster.” Issued in 1992, the stamp met with such success that he continued to design the stamps for the rest of the twelve-year series. When designing the first stamp of the series, Lee created a distinctively modern and Chinese design,  hence the paper-cut two-dimensional look. On each stamp of the series, a professional calligrapher wrote Kanji characters to state the name of the stamp. Kanji is a Japanese adaptation to Chinese characters and can be read by a variety of Asian groups from several countries and cultures.
Part One Looking at the stamps and listing the animals’ nature and characteristics
Hand out or project the set of Lunar New Year stamps by Clarence Lee [link]. Have the students examine the images. When they have identified these as postage stamps, they will try to identify the individual animals. Working as a class, fill in the first column of the graphic organizer (on the board, chart paper, or the computer) [link] by listing three words that they normally think of to describe the nature and characteristics of each of the animals on the stamps. 

Part Two  Reading aloud and reexamining the stamps
Share information about the stamps from the background information section. Then read aloud The Great Race: The Story of the Chinese Zodiac. (If you cannot find this book, your library should have other suitable ones that tell the story of the race and the zodiac.)
Return to the stamps again and as a class fill in the second column of the graphic organizer. This time students will list three words to describe the nature and characteristics of each of the animals in the context of the zodiac story and Lunar New Year. 

Review the lists together. Have the students’ responses changed after reading the story? Were they surprised by the behavior of some of the animals during the race? You might want to further the discussion by exploring the stamps and animals that correspond to the students’ own birth years. There is a section toward the end of the book that lists the animals and their corresponding years and characteristics. 
