
Multiple Ways to Celebrate: Exploring New Year’s Around The World 
 

Key Lesson Strategy:  
Inquiry 
 
Lesson Overview: 
This lesson begins with a class inquiry into the Chinese New Year celebration through an 
exploration of four centers.  Next, students begin their own inquiry projects into New Year’s 
celebrations around the world, studying traditions, customs, histories, food, and more.  Then, 
students must creatively share their new knowledge with classmates.  Finally, students discuss 
what they have learned about New Year’s celebrations around the world.  
 
Grade Level:  
Upper Elementary 
 
Objectives: 

• Students will understand that New Year’s is celebrated differently by people around the 
world. 

• Students will create graphic novels about how Chinese families prepare for the Chinese 
New Year. 

• Students will create Happy Chinese New Year banners. 
• Students will learn about and locate their zodiac sign. 
• Students will write postcards about Chinese New Year parades.  
• Students will work with a partner to select and research a New Year’s holiday. 
• Students will creatively share their research with classmates.   
• Students will discuss and reflect on what they have learned about New Year’s around the 

world.  
 

Materials: 
• World Map 
• Books about Chinese New Year 
• Computers with Internet  
• Copies of all student handouts 
• Red construction paper 
• Black paint 
• Paint brushes 
• 1 copy of Lion Dancer: Ernie Wan’s Chinese New Year by Kate Waters 

 
Lesson Plan: 
 
Part I: Chinese New Year 
 

1. All around the world people celebrate New Years—it is one of the oldest holidays.  
However, people use different calendars.  For many Americans, New Years is celebrated 
on January 1st.  But in other places, like China, the New Year varies based on the 
movement of the moon around the earth.  This is called the Lunar calendar.  Some 



countries celebrate the New Year’s holiday later in the spring to coincide with new crops 
beginning to grow or in the fall to coincide with the fall harvest.  Likewise, people around 
the world celebrate the New Year in different ways.  While people in the United States 
don party hats and watch the ball drop in Times Square, people around the world have 
their own traditions.  No matter what, everyone celebrates the New Year in some way.  In 
this lesson, we will be exploring some of the ways people and countries around the world 
celebrate the New Year’s holiday.   
 

2. This lesson will begin with a class inquiry into the Chinese New Year.  Chinese New 
Year is unique because it is celebrated in China, but also by Chinese people who have 
immigrated all over the country.  There are large Chinese New Year celebrations right 
here in the United States, especially in New York City and San Francisco, two cities with 
large Chinese-American populations.    
 

3. Ask students what they already know about Chinese New Year.  Record these ideas on 
the board.  Elicit questions that students about Chinese New Year.  What do students 
what to learn more about it?  Record these questions on the board.  Pull down a world 
map and help students locate China, as well as San Francisco.  Talk about why San 
Francisco has a large Chinatown and well-known Chinese New Year celebration.   
 

4. Explain that today students will be rotating through a series of four centers to learn more 
the Chinese New Year.  Place students into four groups. Each center is described below.  
Student handouts are attached.  Allow students approximately 10-15 minutes at each 
center.  

 
• Center 1:  Getting Ready for the New Year.  Provide students with a short reading 

selection about how families prepare to celebrate the Chinese New Year.  Celebrating the 
Chinese New Year by Hoyt Goldsmith, p. 4-9 or Happy New Year by MacMillan, p. 13-
20, are both excellent selections.  If no books are available, search for an online source 
and print out a reading for students.  The idea is to provide students with background 
information about some of the things that Chinese families do to prepare their homes and 
themselves  in advance of the New Year, such as sweeping their homes, getting haircuts, 
putting away their knives, buying flowers with unopened buds, creating an alter to the 
kitchen god, and buying new clothes.  After students have read the selection, have 
students share what they have learned by creating a graphic novel using words and text 
(See attached handout).    

 
• Center 2: Write New Year’s Messages.  Have students view pictures of Chinese New 

Year decorations online or in books.  Ask students why they think so many of the 
decorations are red.  Red is the color of happiness in Chinese and that is why it is used in 
Chinese New Year’s decorations.  Provide students with bright red construction paper or 
poster board, black paint, and a soft brush.  Have students create signs or banners to hang 
around the classroom with good luck wishes for the New Year.  Have students use 
Chinese characters to write Gung Hay Fat Choy, Happy New Year in Chinese (See 
attached handout).  

 



• Center 3: Explore the Chinese Zodiac Calendar. Provide students with brief 
background information on the Chinese Zodiac calendar, such as http://www.china-
family-adventure.com/chinese-zodiac.html or p. 14-15 of Celebrating Chinese New Year 
by Hoyt-Goldsmith. Then have students find their zodiac sign and review the personality 
characteristics associated with their sign before answering questions (See attached 
handout).  

 
• Center 4: Postcards from the New Year’s Parade.  Have students watch a short clip of 

a Dragon Dance from a typical Chinese New Year Parade, found at 
http://youtu.be/4WUnWPpRslM.  Next, have students read Lion Dancer: Ernie Wan’s 
Chinese New Year by Kate Waters (you could flag certain pages if you are limited on 
time and just want students to focus on the parade).  Finally, have students write and 
draw postcards describing their experience at the parade (See handout).  

 
5. After students have rotated through all 4 centers, bring class back together to discuss 

what they have learned about the Chinese New Year.  Encourage students to share what 
they found most interesting or surprising about the Chinese New Year.  Have students 
partner with someone from another group to share their postcards and graphic novels.  
 

6. Draw a large Venn Diagram on the board.  Have students compare and contrast what they 
learned about Chinese New Year with the traditional American celebration of the New 
Year’s holiday.  How are these celebrations similar and different?   

 
Part II. Student Inquiry into New Year’s Celebrations Around the World  
 
1. Just as we studied the Chinese New Year as a class, students will now work with a partner to 

conduct their own inquiry project.  Students will choose one country/cultural celebration to 
study how they celebrate the New Year.  Students are welcome to select any country or 
holiday they wish.  A list of suggested countries and resources is attached (see handout).  
You might suggest having students research the country of their ancestry and learn more 
about the New Year’s customs and traditions of their own heritage.   
 

2. Explain the inquiry process to students.  Pass out the Inquiry Packet (see attached) and List 
of Resources.  This packet will guide each partnership and enable them to independently as 
they learn more about their topic.  Review the packet with students.  Provide students with 
access to online resources and books from the library (see handout for suggestions).   
 

3. The inquiry process will require several class periods to complete.  Some holidays will be 
easier to find information for than others.  The role of the teacher is to guide and nurture the 
student researchers as they become experts on their holiday and improve their research skills.   
 

4. After students have completed the inquiry packet, the final step is for students to share what 
they have learned with their classmates.  There are many ways students could do this.  Some 
suggestions include: 

• Create a travel brochure to persuade classmates to come celebrate the New Year 
in your country. 



• Create a tri-fold poster display (similar to a science fair) about your holiday.  
Then participate in an International New Year’s Festival and invite other 
classrooms, family members, and community members to come learn about 
holidays.  If desired, have each group share a food typical of the New Year 
celebration they studied.   

• Write a graphic novel or picture book about how the New Year is celebrated in 
the country they studied.  

• Write a classroom blog or website.  Have each group write a section about their 
holiday.   

 
5. After students have shared about their holiday and learned about other holiday, facilitate a 
large group discussion about what students have learned about New Year’s celebrations 
around the world.  Suggestions for discussions questions include:  

• What similarities did you notice in the way different cultures celebrate the New Year?  
• What differences did you notice?   
• What surprised you most in learning about New Year’s around the world?  
• Has this inquiry made you rethink your own New Year’s celebrations?  How?  
• Are there any customs that you would like to incorporate into your own New Year’s 

traditions?  Explain why.   
• If you could visit any country on New Year’s, where would you go and why?  

 
 
 



 

Getting Ready for the Chinese New Year 
 

1. As a group, read aloud the pages that your teacher has prepared for you about how 
families prepare for the Chinese New Year.   
 

2. Using the blank graphic novel format below, tell the story of how Chinese families get 
ready to celebrate the New Year.  Use pictures and words to tell the story.  Be creative!  
 
 

   

   

   



   

Gung Hay Fat Choy!  

1. Look at the pictures of typical decorations hung during the Chinese New Year.  What do 
you notice?  Why are most of the decorations red?   
 

2. Using these images as an inspiration, make your own poster or banner wishing others a 
happy new year.  Here are the Chinese characters for “Gung Hay Fat Choy” which 
means, “Best wishes and Congratulations. Have a prosperous and good year.” 
 

 

3. Hang your banner in the classroom to wish your classmates a great new year!  



 

Chinese Zodiac Calendar 
 

1. Together with your group, read the background information about the 
Chinese Zodiac calendar provided by your teacher. 
 

2. In China the year you were born is more important than your actual 
birthday.  Locate your birth year on the chart below.  This indicates your 
zodiac sign.  Find your sign (or animal) and see what character traits are 
associated with it.   

 
Zodiac Signs Character Traits 

Rat  1984, 1996 Friendly, charming, creative, ambitious 
Ox  1985, 1997 Steadfast, loyal, dependable, honest, strong, 

stubborn 
Tiger  1986,1998 Brave, warm, daring, sincere 
Rabbit  1987, 1999 Aloof, shy, humble, quiet, peaceful 
Dragon  1988, 2000 Flamboyant, imaginative, strong, decisive 
Snake  1989, 2001 Restrained, subtle, tricky, keeps secrets 
Horse  1990, 2002 Competitive, cheerful, talented, impatient, 

fashionable 
Sheep  1991, 2003 Affectionate, trusting, artistic, complacent 
Monkey  1992, 2004 Humorous, inventive, mischievous, clever  
Rooster  1993, 2005 Determined, proud, confident, intelligent 
Dog  1994, 2006 Kind, loyal, trustworthy, likable, sympathetic 
Pig  1995, 2007 Industrious, hardworking, caring 
 

3. Answer the following questions: 
 
I was born in ______. So I am a/an _______________________ . 
 
Do you think that your zodiac sign accurately describes your personality?  Why or 
why not?  Provide at least one example to support your explanation.  
 
 
 
 
If you could write your own zodiac sign, what words would you use to describe 
yourself? 
 
 



 
Postcards from the Parade 

 
1. Watch the video clip of the dragon dancers.   

 
2. Read the book Lion Dancer to learn more about Chinese New Year parades.  

 
3. Pretend that you were able to attend a Chinese New Year Parade.  Perhaps 

you even participated in the lion dance, like Ernie Wan.  Write a postcard to 
a friend or family member describing your experiences at the parade in vivid 
detail.  Include lots of interesting details.  
 

4. Draw a picture showing your favorite moment of the parade. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 

New Years Around the World Resources 
 
Shougatsu  (Japanese)  

• http://www.familyculture.com/holidays/japanese_new_year.htm 
• http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2064.html 
• http://www.japaneselifestyle.com.au/culture/new_year.html 
• http://www.zuzu.org/japan.html 

Hogmanay (Scottish) 
• http://www.heartoscotland.com/Categories/hogmanay.htm 
• http://www.rampantscotland.com/know/blknow12.htm 
• http://merganser.math.gvsu.edu/myth/hogmanay-12-97.html 
• http://www.hogmanay.net/history/faq 

Chaul Chnam Thmey  (Cambodian) 
• http://www.cambodia-tourism.org/events/19/cambodian-new-year-bun-chaul-

chnam-thmey 
• http://www.cambodiaadoptionconnection.com/home/chaul-chnam-thmey 

Nouruz  (Iranian) 
• http://www.payvand.com/ny/massoume.html 
• http://www.farsinet.com/norooz/ 
• No Rouz: Our Persian New Year by E. S. Zameen 

Tet Nguryen Dan  (Vietnamese) 
• http://www.familyculture.com/holidays/tet.htm 
• http://www.adoptvietnam.org/vietnamese/tet-links.html 
• http://www.123newyear.com/vietnamese-new-year/ 
• Ten Mice For Tet by Pegi Deitz Shea 

Festival of Saint Basil  (Greek) 
• http://www.fathertimes.net/greeknewyear.htm 
• http://www.explorecrete.com/traditions/christmas-newyear.htm 

Rosh Hashanah (Jewish) 
• http://www.holidays.net/highholydays/ 
• http://www.jewish.new-year.co.uk/history.htm 
• Sound the Shofar: A Story for Rosh Hashanah by Leslie Kimmelman 
• How the Rosh Hashanah Challah Became Round by Sylvia Epstein  

Muharram (Muslim) 
• http://www.theholidayspot.com/islamic/muharram/ 
• http://www.fathertimes.net/islamicnewyear.htm 

Ano Nuevo (Mexico/Latin America/Cuba) 
• http://christmasspirit.wordpress.com/2006/12/29/ano-nuevo-new-years-

celebrations-transcend-cultures/ 
• http://gomexico.about.com/od/festivalsholidays/a/new_years_eve.htm 
• http://www.123teachme.com/contents/spanish_kids_new_year 
• http://cuban-christmas.com/newyears.html 

Diwali (Hindu/India) 
• http://www.diwalifestival.org/ 



• http://kids.nationalgeographic.com/kids/stories/peopleplaces/diwali/ 
• http://www.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/Homework/religion/diwali.htm 
• Lights for Gita by Rachna Gilmore 
• Lighting a Lamp: A Diwali Story by Jonny Zucker 

Solnal (Korea) 
• http://www.familyculture.com/holidays/korean_new_year.htm 
• http://www.123newyear.com/newyear-around-the-world/korean-lunar-new-

year.html 
• New Clothes for New Year’s Day by Hyun-joo Bae 

Enkutatash (Ethiopia) 
• http://www.rastaites.com/Ethiopia/newyear.htm 
• http://enkutatash.org/ 
• http://www.tourismethiopia.org/pages/detail/detailfestival.asp 

Other celebrations in Africa: 
• Amazigh people of North Africa 

http://www.magharebia.com/cocoon/awi/xhtml1/en_GB/features/awi/features/200
6/01/11/feature-02 

• Odunde celebration of the Yoruba people in Nigeria  
o http://www.beadzonejewelry.com/apps/blog/show/7118440-odunde-2011-

the-yoruba-new-year-festival-june-2011 
o  http://www.odundefestival.org/about.html 

 
Sites with information about many holidays (including many countries not listed above) 

• http://www.fathertimes.net/traditions.htm 
• http://www.novareinna.com/festive/atw.html 
• http://www.tartanplace.com/newyear/index.html 

 
 



 

New Year’s Around the World Inquiry Packet 
 

Name: ______________________________  Partner’s Name: _________________________ 
 
Country/Ethnic Group/Community: _____________________________________________ 
 
1. Why did you choose to study this celebration?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What do you want to learn about this holiday?  What questions do you have?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Where is the celebration you are studying located?  Color it on the world map below.    
 
 

 
 



 
 
4.  When is the New Year celebrated in this country or community? Why is it celebrated at this 
time?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  What are the origins or history of this holiday? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  How is the New Year celebrated?  What are some of the common traditions and customs? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
7. What foods are typically enjoyed during New Year’s celebrations? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. What clothing do people typically wear during New Year’s celebrations?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9.  What gifts are typically given at the New Year?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
10. What else have you learned about New Year’s in this country or community?  Use this space 
to record interesting facts and details!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


