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F  or students unfamiliar with the 
Chinese New Year, this month’s cel-
ebration provides a good opportunity 

for them to learn about the wealth of cultural 
traditions surrounding the holiday. Pull all your 
fiction and nonfiction books about Chinese New 
Year’s, set aside the ones you wish to use for your 
lessons, and display the others for students to use 
in a center or for check out.  

If you do not already have this book in 
your collection, I recommend securing a copy 
of Celebrate Chinese New Year by Elaine A. Kule 
(Enslow Publishers Inc., 2006). I have found 
it to be an excellent, “must-have” resource that 
was instrumental in my writing and teaching 
about the holiday, and offers additional informa-
tion about how New Year’s is celebrated by other 
Asian cultures.  

The following lessons and activities can be 
taught in the library, set up as centers to use 
throughout the week, or flexed to accommodate 
library instruction in a collaborative effort with the 
classroom teacher. 

Lesson I: Grades K–2

Exploring the Chinese New 
Year with Fiction/Nonfiction 
Pairs
Select a fiction and nonfiction pair of books 
about the Chinese New Year to share. Suggestions 
include: 
•	 Kindergarten—Chinese New Year by Leslie C. 

Kaplan and This Next New Year 
•	 First	Grade—Chinese New Year by Alice K. 

Flanagan	and	Runaway Rice Cake
•	 Second	grade—Celebrating Chinese New Year 

by	Diane	Hoyt-Goldsmith	and	The Runaway 
Wok: A Chinese New Year Tale 

New Beginnings from a  
Chinese Perspective

• Library Lessons •
Grades 
K–2, 3–5

Define or review the meaning of fiction and 
nonfiction books and call on students to tell 
you what characteristics of the books may help 
them discern the difference (e.g., photographs 
vs. illustrations). Display the pair of books 
and ask which of these books is fiction and 
nonfiction. Explain that these books will help 
them understand Chinese New Year and how 
it is celebrated. Show them on the globe the 
country that inspired this celebration and the 
books written about it. Discuss and “picture 
read” (i.e., summarize the meaning of the page, 
rather than reading verbatim) the nonfiction 
book, then read aloud the fiction book. When 
finished, do the following activities based on 
the students’ grade:
•	 Kindergarten—Hold	up	3	sheets	of	con-

struction paper in primary colors: 1 blue, 
1 yellow, and 1 red. Ask which color was 
used over and over in the books. (Red.) 
Can the students tell you what this color 
symbolizes? (Red is considered to be 
very lucky and full of good wishes for 
the Chinese New Year.) Allow students to 

by | Aileen Kirkham



Library Lessons

2 • LibrarySparks • January 2012 Web Resources

nonfiction book to elaborate on the tradi-
tions mentioned above. Be sure to men-
tion that special foods are an essential part 
of the celebration. Also, be sure to explain 
that this new year’s celebration is based 
on a lunar calendar, whereas the New 
Year celebration on January 1 is based on 
a	Gregorian	calendar.	

Tell students that the Chinese New Year cel-
ebration has inspired many stories. Select one 
from your collection to read aloud. Long-Long’s 
New Year is one option; although the child in this 
story is young, the Chinese-born illustrator’s work 
is sophisticated and will appeal to older readers.

Activity
Tell students that a mythical animal of Chinese 
folklore is drawn with the
•	 eyes	of	a	rabbit
•	 mouth	of	a	camel
•	 horns	of	a	deer,
•	 scales	of	a	carp	(fish)
•	 whiskers	of	a	catfish
•	 claws	of	a	hawk
•	 legs	of	a	tiger
•	 ears	of	an	ox
•	 body	of	a	snake	
The animal is a dragon, but before you give the 
answer away, challenge students to draw their 
own version of the creature (list its features on the 
board or overhead projector for their reference). 
This way, you will get many interpretations of how 
the animal looks. When they have finished draw-
ing, ask students if they can name the animal, and 
give them time to share their work.

Lesson 3: Grades 3–5

Almanacs: Get the Facts,  
Jack (and Jill)!
Set aside a class set of children’s almanacs or 
bookmark the website, www.factmonster.com. 
Introduce or review how to use an almanac, and 
share the fact that many people in China consult 
an almanac for the best dates in the new year to 
do certain things, such as plant crops. Since alma-
nacs are of such importance, they’re often given 
as gifts during Chinese New Year. Tell students 

guess the color until they have the right 
one.

•	 First	Grade—Ask	students	to	give	you	the	
name of the fire-breathing creature that is 
in a parade during the fifteen-day celebra-
tion of Chinese New Year’s (dragon)

•	 Second	grade—Ask	students	which	pred-
atory creature with sharp claws and teeth 
is part of the Chinese New Year’s parade 
each year, but is not a dragon (tiger). 

Allow time for kids to ask questions and share 
comments about the meaning of Chinese 
New Year. Review the definition of fiction and 
nonfiction books. Direct them to the display/
center to read or check out more books on 
this topic.

Lesson 2: Grades 3–5

Chinese New Year:  
History & Traditions
Ask students if they can identify the holiday that 
originated in Asia (show them the continent on a 
map or globe) in which people:
•	 Celebrate	for	fifteen	days,	with	the	first	day	

occurring	between	January	21–February	19
•	 Burn	the	Kitchen	God’s	picture	to	send	the	

god’s spirit to the heavens to give a report on 
the family to the Jade Emperor (hopefully the 
report is a good one)

•	 Put	away	all	the	knives	and	scissors,	which	
should not use during holiday or good fortune 
will be cut away

•	 Give	and	receive	money	in	red	envelopes	
(wishes of good fortune)

•	 See	a	lion	and	a	dragon	on	parade	(tbe	lion	is	
a symbolic protector against evil and brings 
good luck; the dragon represents strength and 
good fortune)

•	 Pop	firecrackers	to	scare	away	evil	spirits
•	 Give	gifts	of	an	almanac	or	a	calendar	
•	 Pray	for	health,	happiness,	and	good	fortune
•	 Make	an	altar	to	honor	their	ancestors
•	 Look	forward	to	a	new	beginning	for	them-

selves and all other members of their families
Call on students for their guesses, and continue 
to give clues one by one until they guess Chinese 
New Year. Then use pictures and excerpts from a 
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that almanacs are loaded with factual information 
about prior years as well as the year the almanac is 
published. Show them a hard copy of an almanac 
or use the online almanac at www.factmonster.
com as you demonstrate how to perform a topi-
cal search using the almanac’s index. Pre-select a 
topic in which students can use the index of their 
almanacs	to	answer	questions,	such	as	the	“8	Great	
Questions about China” below. Display the ques-
tions and call on students to share their answers.

8 Great Questions about China
The answers to these sample questions can be 
found in the blue fact box in factmonster.com’s 
article about China. 
•	 How	big	is	China	in	square	miles?
•	 How	many	people	live	there	as	of	2010?
•	 What	is	the	capital	of	China?	 	
•	 What	is	the	biggest	city?
•	 Is	Mandarin	the	only	language	of	China?
•	 What	agricultural	crops	are	grown	in	China?
•	 What	goods	could	stores	like	K-Mart	and	

Target import (you may need to define this 
word) from China?

•	 How	many	airports	are	there	in	China?

Lesson 4: Grades 3–5

A Zodiac Birth Year:  
Fact vs. Opinion?
Display the Chinese Zodiac or make a copy of it 
from http://china.mrdonn.org/zodiac.html. Tell 
the students that each Chinese New Year is named 
after	an	animal—for	example,	1918	was	the	Year	
of the Horse. 2012 is the Year of the Dragon. Show 
students how to read the years and characteristics 
by sharing your animal’s year and description. Ask 
them to find their sign, review its characteristics, 
and write a short summary of how they are most 
like their animal, or why they would prefer to 
be a different one. When students have finished 

writing, ask them if their Zodiac 
description is fact or opinion. 

Then share with them that 
Chinese families consider 
children born in the year of 
the Dragon to be the lucki-

est.  

Lesson 5: Grades 3–5

Firecracker Math:  
Get Cracking with Tangrams
In	advance	of	this	lesson,	copy	the	Fu-Fu	Tangram	
Puzzle on page 6 for the board or overhead projec-
tor. Next, reproduce the full tangram puzzle (on 
card stock if possible) from page 7, one for each 
student. 

Explain to students that in the Chinese culture, 
the bat, or Fu-Fu, is considered a symbol of good 
fortune. Two bats means twice the luck, and a red 
bat is the luckiest of all. During the Chinese New 
Year, pictures of bats are common. 

Tell students that another common aspect 
of Chinese New Year is firecrackers, which were 
invented in China. Today, they will be setting off 
some mental firecrackers as they celebrate the bat’s 
role in Chinese culture using another Chinese inven-
tion: the tangram.

Inform students that tangrams are an ancient 
form of shape puzzles. Pass out a tangram reproduc-
ible to each student and direct them to cut apart 
the	shapes.	Display	the	Fu-Fu	Tangram	Puzzle	from	
page 6 for everyone to see, and challenge students to 
use the pieces indicated in the display to create the 
bat shape. The solution can be found on page 8. If 
time allows, have students visit http://pbskids.org/
sagwa/games/tangrams/index.html for more tangram 
fun. 

Lesson 6: Grades 3–5

Sailing Into the New Year
Bookmark www.origami-instructions.com/origami-
for-kids.html. Use a paper cutter to cut the square 
shape required to fold the Easy Origami Boat.
Cut enough for each student or place this activity 
in a center with a cardboard pattern of the square 
shape to trace and cut the square they will be fold-
ing. Be sure to use paper that makes crisp edges. 
Recycled copy paper would work, too. 

Tell students that one mode of transport to 
get products from China to the U.S. for celebrat-
ing an authentic Chinese New Year is on a cargo 
ship. Share that today they will create a ship with 
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Resources

Fiction
•	 The Chinese New Year Mystery 

by Carolyn Keene. Aladdin 
Paperbacks, 2002.

•	 Chinese New Year’s Dragon 
by Rachel Sing. Aladdin 
Paperbacks,	1994,	1992.

•	 Day of the Dragon King	by	Mary	
Osborne Pope. Random House, 
1998.

•	 The Empty Pot	by	Demi.	Henry	Holt,	1990.	
•	 Five Chinese Brothers by Claire Huchet Bishop. 

Penguin Putnam Books for Young Readers, 
1996,	c1938.	

•	 Liang and the Magic Paintbrush by Demi. 
H.Holt,	1993,	1980.

•	 Long-Long’s New Year	by	Catherine	Gower.	
Tuttle Publishing, 2005.

•	 The Magic Paintbrush by Laurence Yep. Harper 
Trophy,	2003,	c2000.	

•	 My Chinatown: One Year in Poems by Kam 
Mak.	HarperCollins,	2002.	

•	 Ruby’s Wish by Shirin Yin. Chronicle Books, 
2002.

•	 Runaway Rice Cake by Ying Chang 
Compestine. Simon & Schuster Books for 
Young Readers, 2001

•	 The Runaway Wok: A Chinese New Year Tale by 
Ying Chang Compestine. Dutton Children’s 
Books, 2011.

•	 This Next New Year	by	Janet	S.	Wong.	Farrar,	
Straus	and	Giroux,	2000.

Nonfiction 
•	 Animals in the Stars: Chinese Astrology for 

Children	by	Gregory	Crawford.	Bear	Cub	
Books, 2002.

•	 Cat and Rat: the Legend of the Chinese Zodiac by 
Ed	Young.	Henry	Holt,	1998,	c1995.

•	 Celebrate Chinese New Year by Elaine A. Kule. 
Enslow Publishers, Inc., 2006.

•	 Celebrate Chinese New Year by Carolyn Otto. 
National	Geographic,	2009.

•	 Celebrating Chinese New Year by Diane Hoyt-
Goldsmith.	Holiday	House,	1998.

•	 China by Bob Italia. Abdo Publishing, 2001.

origami, a paper folding art from Asia. Using the 
bookmarked website’s link, Easy Origami Boat, 
demonstrate how to fold the boat, pass out the 
paper squares, and have students fold with you 
step-by-step. 

Optional Activity
Have additional paper with printouts of instruc-
tions available for creating other origami shapes 
shown on the website as a center activity or for 
use during the study of the Chinese New Year.

Lesson 7: Grades K–5

Fortune Cookies:  
Using Adjectives for  
New Year’s Wishes
Using real fortune cookies ordered at a school-
discounted	bulk	rate	from	K.C.	Fortune	Cookie	
Factory	at	www.kcfortunecookiefactory.com or just 
using one (purchased or a picture) as an example, 
share the fact that fortune cookies are one of the 
most famous foods from the Chinese culture. 
Crack one open, read, and discuss the meaning of 
the fortune, make up a fortune if you’re using a 
picture. With older kids, brainstorm a list of adjec-
tives to provide a greater variety of descriptive 
words for writing fortunes. Then divide the class 
into pairs and tell them to work together to think 
of the nicest sentence they can write about each 
other to start the new year off in the right way. at 
lower levels, have them only share orally. Tell them 
how important the Chinese think it is to think and 
say nice things since each new year brings a new 
beginning. Be sure to have each pair of students 
share their newly written fortunes and give them 
to the kids they wrote them about.
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•	 Chinese New Year by Nancy Dickmann. 
Heinemann Library, 2011.

•	 Chinese New Year	by	Alice	K.	Flanagan.
Compass	Point	Books,	2004.

•	 Chinese New Year	by	Carrie	Gleason.	
Crabtree	Pub.,	2009.

•	 Chinese New Year by Heather Hudak. Weigl, 
2010.

•	 Chinese New Year by Leslie C. Kaplan. 
PowerKids	Press,	2004.

•	 Chinese New Year	by	Diane	M.	MacMillan.	
Enslow Publishers, Inc., 2008.

•	 Chinese New Year Crafts by Karen Bledsoe. 
Enslow Elementary, 2005.

•	 Chinese Zodiac Animals by Sanmu Tang. 
Shanghai Press, 2011. (pub date Oct. 2011)

•	 The Dragon New Year: A Chinese Legend by 
David	Bouchard.	Peachtree,	1999.

•	 Dragon Parade: A Chinese New Year Story 
by Steven A. Chin. Raintree Steck-Vaughn 
Publishers,	1993.

•	 Food and Recipes of China	by	Theresa	M.	
Beatty.	PowerKids	Press,	1999.

•	 Happy, Happy Chinese New Year! by Demi. 
Crown	Publishers,	2003,	1997.	

•	 How to Draw China’s Sights and Symbols by 
Melody	S.	Mis.	PowerKids	Press,	2004.	

•	 Moonbeams, Dumplings & Dragon Boats: a 
Treasury of Chinese Holiday Tales, Activities & 
Recipes by Nina Simonds. Harcourt, 2002.

•	 Paper Crafts for Chinese New Year by Randel 
McGee.	Enslow	Elementary,	2008.

•	 Ms. Frizzle’s Adventures: Imperial China by 
Joanna Cole. Scholastic, 2005.

•	 A Primary Source Guide to China	by	Greg	
Roza. PowerKids Press Primary Source, 
2003.

•	 Welcome to China	by	Meredith	Costain.	
Chelsea House Publishers, 2002.

•	 Yeh-Shen: a Cinderella Story from China by 
Ai-Ling	Louie.	Philomel	Books,	1982.	

Multimedia
•	 Chinese	New	Year.	Schlessinger	Media,	2004.	

(DVD)
•	 Hannukkah	&	Chinese	New	Year.	Kimbo	

Educational, 2002. (CD)

Websites
•	 Chinese	New	Year—for	Kids!

www.china-family-adventure.com/chinese-
new-year.html

•	 Chinese	New	Year	Games	&	Activities
www.apples4theteacher.com/holidays/chinese-
new-year/

•	 Chinese	Zodiac	for	Kids
www.chinesezodiac.info/

•	 What	Is	Chinese	for	Kids
http://www.gigglepotz.com/china.htm

•	 Fact	Monster:	Online	Almanac,	Dictionary,	
Encyclopedia, and Homework Help
www.factmonster.com

•	 K.C.	Fortune	Cookie	Factory
www.kcfortunecookiefactory.com

 Offers bulk pricing on school orders.
•	 Origami	for	Kids	Folding	Instructions	–How	to	

Make	Origami	for	Kids
www.origami-instructions.com/origami-for-
kids.html

•	 PBS	Kids-Sagwa:	Games:	Tangrams
http://pbskids.org/sagwa/games/tangrams/
index.html

•	 Tangrams—Make	a	Set
http://tangrams.ca/inner/makeset.htm

•	 World	Almanac	for	Kids
www.worldalmanacforkids.com

•	 The	Zodiac
http://china.mrdonn.org/zodiac.html

❖  ❖  ❖

Aileen Kirkham is the author of Library Lessons 
for Little Ones and the intermediate Collaborative 
Bridges series (both from UpstartBooks); and articles 
for Library	Media	Connection and LibrarySparks.
After 30 years as a school librarian and classroom 
teacher, she’s now a full-time educational consul-
tant for staff development; professional storyteller; 
and program chair for the Houston chapter of the 
Society for Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators. 
Visit Aileen at www.aileenkirkham.com or email,  
akirkham4u@hotmail.com with the subject heading 
“Library Sparks Reader.”
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Fu-Fu Tangram  
Puzzle

Can you replicate this bat shape with your tangram puzzle pieces?
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Tangram  
Puzzle Set

Cut along the dotted lines to form your own tangram puzzle set.
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Fu-Fu Tangram  
Puzzle Solution

Note: This	is	one	solution	to	the	Fu-Fu	Tangram	Puzzle.	 
Certain pieces can be interchanged for a different correct solution.


