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Are you going to celebrate Chinese New Year with  
the Year of the Sheep education pack? If so, we  
want to hear your stories. If you have any images  
or quotes please share them by sending to:  
content@britishcouncil.org
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Willmott, Education Consultant, James Trapp, UCL IOE CI Primary 
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Celebrating the culture and 
language of China in the 
Year of the Sheep 2015
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Spring Festival information sheet
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Chinese lanterns
Spring Festival Chun Jié (春节) 
Celebrated from the first day of the first lunar month, 
the Spring Festival is regarded as the most important 
festival of the year in Chinese culture, similar in many 
ways to Christmas in Christian countries. During the 
festival, people hold family reunions and honour their 
ancestors. The lion dance is performed in public and 
red envelopes of money are placed in the lion’s mouth 
for good luck. It is traditional also for grandparents to 
give their grandchildren red envelopes with money 
inside; this is called 压岁钱 yā suì qián. These days the 
envelopes are just as likely to have cartoon characters 
on them as traditional symbols.

Lion dance and dragon dance
The most familiar forms of New Year celebration 
seen in Chinese communities all over the world 
are the lion dance and the dragon dance. Both of 
these date back to the first century BC in the Han 
Dynasty. The lion represents strength, fearsomeness 
and benevolence and the dragon represents 
power, dignity, wisdom and good luck. Although the 
masks can look confusingly similar, the way to tell a 
dragon from a lion is that the lion is only operated 
by two people inside the costume – usually highly 
skilled martial artists – whereas the dragon may 
have many participants, depending on its size.

New Year’s Day is only one part of a much longer 
festival the Chinese call Chūn Jié (Spring Festival) which 
lasts for 15 days. People in China don’t actually get 15 
days’ holiday over the Spring Festival, but most will take 
off the week starting with New Year’s Eve and many 
travel huge distances to be with their families. Families 
and food are the most important things at New Year 
and this shows in the ways it is celebrated. The Spring 
Festival comes to an end on the 15th day of the first 
lunar month with the Lantern Festival ( 灯 节,Dēng 
Jié). Chinese people believe that the illuminated 
lanterns help guide lost spirits toward judgment and 
reincarnation. Everybody also enjoys the Lantern 
Festival which marks the end of the Spring Festival. 

To make a lantern, follow the instructions in  
‘Activity sheet one: make a Chinese lantern’. 

Chinese people 
performing a lion 
dance on the street 
during the New 
Year celebrations

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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Assembly plan: Chinese New Year
You may want to play some traditional Chinese music 
while pupils enter and exit. Many examples can easily 
be found on the internet.

Script to introduce assembly 
This year, Chinese New Year’s Day is on 19 February, 
and is the beginning of the Year of the Sheep. It is 
also sometimes known as the Year of the Goat or the 
Ram. There are some interesting things about those 
sentences. Firstly, in the West we celebrate New Year 
on 1 January and it is the same every year. Secondly, 
we don’t name our New Year after an animal!
The traditional Chinese calendar is calculated using the 
moon – it’s called a lunar calendar – and this means 
that its festivals and holidays fall on different days each 
year. Each year is named after one of twelve animals. 
They are: Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, 
Goat, Monkey, Rooster, Dog and Pig. They are always in 
that order, so in 12 years’ time it will be the Year of the 
Sheep again.

Today we are going to hear one version of the 
traditional story of the New Year Race which gives an 
explanation of how the Chinese years came to be in 
this order.

Read the story of the New Year Race. Perhaps invite 
some of your pupils to help by reading parts of the 
story with you or use labels or masks to act out the 
roles of the 13 animals taking part in the race.
Explore the following discussion points:
•  How would you describe the characters of the Rat, 

Pig and Dragon?
•  Do you know what animal you are? Do you believe it 

affects what kind of person you are?
•  How many of you and your families also celebrate 

New Year on a different date? 
•  Why do you think every culture celebrates New Year? 

Do their celebrations have anything in common?
•  What are some of the special features of Chinese  

New Year celebrations? Have you seen any of them in 
this country?
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Chinese ‘red 
envelopes’ or ‘red 
packets’ are given 
as gifts – they often 
contain money

2014 was the Year 
of the Horse

Oranges are 
displayed during 
the New Year 
celebrations. They 
are thought to bring 
good fortune.
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Many thousands of years ago – 
in fact more thousands than you 
could possibly count – the Jade 
Emperor was arranging the world 
in an orderly fashion so that he 
could keep track of what was 
going on and keep everything 
neat and tidy. 

He was particularly pleased 
with the way that time 
worked, but had an irritating 
feeling that maybe he had 
missed something. As 
he walked around the 
Heavenly Peach Orchard 
one day – well actually 
it was several hundred 
years, but that was 
just like a day to him 
– he realised that 
what was needed 

was a way of tracking 
the passing of the years. He was 

quite happy with the seconds, minutes, 
hours, days and months, but the years just didn’t 

feel right yet. They needed names, he suddenly 

thought, not just numbers – that way they would be 
much easier to remember, and he could have a bit of 
fun making the names and what happened in those 
years fit together. But what to call them? As he thought 
about this, he watched two phoenixes playing in the 
sky above him, diving and swooping and chasing each 
other. “That’s it”, he thought, “I’ll gather the animals and 
birds together and have a race. I can name the years 
after the order they finish. The first 12 I think, because 
that will make a nice number to remember.”

Once he’d made this decision, he wasted no time in 
summoning all the birds and animals to take part in 
the Great Race; but when he saw the huge crowd that 
arrived, he realised that this might be a bit difficult 
and dangerous to arrange properly. He was a bit 
disappointed, because, being an Emperor, he liked 
things on a grand scale, but in the end decided that 
since he only wanted 12 winners he only needed 12 
animals to decide which order the names should be 
in. Having decided this, he chose the animals that 
he thought humans were most familiar with – only 
when he came to count them, he realised he had 
been distracted by a particularly juicy peach he 
was munching on and had actually chosen 13! They 
were the Rooster, Dragon, Ox, Dog, Monkey, Rabbit, 
Tiger, Horse, Cat, Pig, Rat, Sheep and Snake. He lined 
them up at the gate of the Heavenly Peach Orchard, 
and described the course they had to race around. 
It started going up the mountain to the left of the 
orchard, made a big loop round and ended with them 

crossing the river that flowed to 
the right of the orchard. The 
Emperor thought he would 
include lots of different 
types of countryside to 
give the different types 
of animals a chance, 
but to be honest, 
he hadn’t thought 
this through too 
carefully. In fact, 
as you will see, 
it all turned out 
all right in the 
end, but not 
quite the 
way he 
imagined.

“Yi, er, san, 
kaishi!” the Emperor 
shouted and the animals 
set off, with the dragon well in 
the lead, as you might expect. As the 
animals disappeared up the mountain, the 
Emperor strolled across the river to wait for them. 
He took a large basket of peaches with him to keep him 
going, and just as he was finishing the 273rd he saw 
the Ox swimming across the river and hauling himself 
out onto the bank. “Well, well, well,” he said to himself. 
“Who’d have thought it!” But imagine his surprise 
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The story of the New Year Race

A portrait of the 
Jade Emperor 
painted onto silk
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when, just as the Ox had got his front hooves onto the 
bank, out from behind his ears jumped the Rat, who 
landed neatly on solid ground, and with a small squeak 
of triumph, raced across the finishing line. The Ox 
lumbered up next, grumbling and mumbling about how 

the Rat had tricked him into giving him a lift. One by 
one the other animals emerged from the river 

and crossed the line. Third was the Tiger, 
then the Rabbit, followed by the 

Dragon, the Snake, the Horse, 
the Sheep, the Monkey, 

the Rooster, the Dog 
and the Pig.

They all stood 
around for a 

while waiting, 
until at last the 

Cat appeared 
complaining bitterly 

that the Dog had 
cheated and pushed it 

off the log they floated 
across the river on. But 

as there were no rules for 
the race, except to finish as 

quickly as you could, no one 
really listened and eventually the 

Cat ran off still complaining and 

promising to get even with the Dog. The Jade Emperor 
was very pleased with the result of the race, but 
was a bit puzzled by why some of the animals hadn’t 
done as well as he had expected. When questioned, 
the Dragon, who could have won the race so easily, 
admitted that he had been distracted by several 
humans he had found in various sorts of trouble and 
had stopped to help them – that, after all, is what 
Chinese dragons do. The Dog said that the Cat had put 
up rather more of a fight than he had expected and 
he had stopped to lick all the scratches better, and 
eventually the Pig had to admit that he had stopped 
for several snacks and a light breakfast on the way.

All in all, however, the Jade Emperor said that they had 
each acted according to their nature, especially the 
tricksy Rat and the greedy Pig, so he carefully recorded 
the result of the race. This was on a long yellow scroll 
which he hung at the gates of the Heavenly Peach 
Orchard. It is probably still there now. What is certain is 
that the Rat is still the first year of the Zodiac, the Pig 
the last and the Cat has still not forgiven the Dog. 

Because this all happened so long ago, no one can be 
certain of the exact details of the race, and who did 
what to whom. All that we do know for sure is the order 
the animals finished in.
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The story of the New Year Race
A Chinese 
dragon carving 
at a temple

A traditional 
Chinese garden 
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Preparation and resources
You will need: ‘Activity sheet three: make a Chinese 
shadow puppet’, photocopies of puppet templates, 
card, masking tape, markers/crayons, scissors, hole 
punch/bradawl, hole reinforcers, brass paper fasteners, 
two sticks (you can use chopsticks, lolly sticks or 
garden canes), musical instruments, light source (a 
lamp with movable head), screen made from wax paper 
and a cardboard box (or cotton sheet).

Background information
Shadow puppets in China are said to have originated 
over 2,000 years ago, although the first historical 
evidence dates to the Song Dynasty from AD 
960–1279. They were one of the most popular and 
widespread folk arts in China, telling stories through 
puppets projected on a screen and accompanied by 
music. The puppets were first made of paper and then 
from the hides of donkeys or oxen giving them their 
Chinese name – 皮影 (pı́  yı̌ng), meaning shadows of 
hides. These beautiful puppets can be works of art 
in their own right, but really come to life when a light 
shines on them and a performance begins. In fact, the 
Chinese for a movie is 电影 (diàn yı̌ng) which means 
‘electric shadows’. 

Introduction and starter activity
After the assembly, ask your pupils to recount the main 
events of the story to each other from memory. You 
could also use ‘Activity sheet two: sequencing the New 
Year Race story’.

Choose either the character of the Rat, Ox, Cat, Pig or 
Dragon and improvise what they might say to explain 
their part in the story. Record these on devices such as 
Easi-Speaks or iPads with appropriate voices and share 
with the rest of the class. 

Main activity
Discuss the origins of Chinese shadow puppets and 
explain that there are various versions of the traditional 
story. Watch a shadow puppet version of the story at: 
http://tinyurl.com/onklpe7 Are there any differences to 
the version they listened to in assembly? 

Divide the class into groups of six. Give each member 
of each group one of the templates of animal 
characters from the Chinese New Year Race story. Talk 
through the instructions in ‘Activity sheet three: make a 
Chinese shadow puppet’ in this pack to explain how to 
make a simple moving shadow puppet. Make sure if the 
children are using a bradawl to make holes, that they 

can use it safely. You could also show the films on the 
excellent Chinese Puppetry website at: 
http://tinyurl.com/ng2xxzb which also demonstrates 
how to make moving shadow puppets. 

When the puppets are complete, set up a screen using 
a lamp projected on a light coloured cloth or a wax 
paper screen. Alternatively you can create a small 
theatre by cutting out the side of a box, sticking wax 
paper or cellophane over the empty side and 
decorating the front.
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Lesson plan: Chinese New Year Race 
story and shadow puppets

 AIMS: to recount a version of the 
animal race story behind the 12 year 
cycle of Chinese New Year.

 OBJECTIvES:  
• to create animal shadow puppets 
•  to perform a play based on the 

Chinese New Year Race story. 

 CuRRICuLuM LInkS: English,  
Art and Design, Design Technology 
and Languages.

 GLOBAL CITIzEnSHIP SkILLS 
And OuTLOOkS: creative thinking, 
collaborating and communicating.

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3Dm7HJ4fmu8_o
http://www.chineseshadowpuppetry.com/%23%21diy-videos/ce7q
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m7HJ4fmu8_o
http://www.chineseshadowpuppetry.com/#!diy-videos/ce7q
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Experiment making moving shadows with the puppets. 
Can you get the puppets to move along, up and down 
and turn without revealing your hands? 
 
Ask each group to work together to create their own 
shadow puppet version of the Chinese New Year Race 
story. It may be helpful if one member of the group 
tells the story, another provides music and the rest 
are the puppeteers. Practise your performance and 
then perform for the rest of the class. Explain that 
you will be looking for creativity and cooperation in 
each group’s performance. Ask the class to provide 
positive feedback for each other by commenting on 
what worked well and what might be improved. After 
a bit more practice, share the results with others by 
performing your shadow plays in an assembly or by 
filming and uploading the results onto your school 
website and sharing with your partner school if you 
have one.

Suggestions for further development
Can your pupils find alternative versions of the Chinese 
New Year Race story and any other traditional tales 
linked to festivals and cultures? Perhaps families, 
members of the community or partner schools could 
help you with the search. Your pupils could then create 
an illustrated anthology or stage a performance of 
readings and stories from around the world for parents 
and other classes within the school.

YEAR OF THE SHEEP www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline

Lesson plan: Chinese New Year Race 
story and shadow puppets

Chinese shadow 
puppet performing 
an ancient folk 
drama

Chinese 
‘celebration’ 
lions
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Lesson plan: a day in a Chinese  
primary school
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Preparation and resources
You will need: ‘Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy’, 
‘Resource sheet: HSBC images of Chinese Scribes’, 
thick/thin paint brushes, containers of water, chalks, ink/
paint, paper/silk, thin sticks, music tracks and players.

Background information
In China, children start primary school when they are 
six years old, and pre-school at the age of three. The 
school day is much longer than in the UK. It will often 
begin as early as 07.30 and last through to 16.00 or 
17.00, with homework to complete as well. The children 
learn Chinese language and literature, mathematics, P.E, 
art, music and English and also have moral education 
and ethics lessons. The classes are large, with as many 
as 40–50 pupils. All pupils take part in group exercises 
every morning in the sports ground and have a flag-
raising ceremony where they sing the National Anthem. 

Introduction and questions for discussion 
Watch the short film (approx five mins) from the BBC 
Learning Zone, about a typical day in a primary school 
in China available at: http://tinyurl.com/qchen73

Talk with your pupils about their impressions of Chinese 
school life seen in the film. What things are the same 
and what is different about your school? Encourage 
discussion about some of the following areas:
•  The size of the school. What do you think it would 

be like to go to a school with 4,000 pupils and 
classes of 50 children?

•  The daily exercise regime, playtimes and 
lunchtimes. How does the experience of the 
Chinese pupils compare with what happens 
in your school at break and lunch times? 
What do you think are the benefits of a daily 
exercise routine?

•  Roles and responsibilities. What roles 
and responsibilities do we see the 
Chinese pupils carrying out? How are 
pupils involved in the running of your 
school? What role does the school 
council play in school life? Do you 
think it’s important for students 
to have a say in the running of their 
school? If so, why?

•  Moral education. Do you think it is important to 
learn about showing respect and appreciation in 
school? Would you like your parents to join in with 
some of your lessons? Children 

at school in 
Guangzhou, China

Elementary 
students of Yang 
Mei Ling Primary 
School

 AIMS: to identify the key  
features of a typical day in a  
Chinese primary school.

 OBJECTIvES:  
•  to discuss similarities and  

differences between UK and  
Chinese primary schools

•   to enable pupils to increase their 
Chinese vocabulary, design an 

exercise routine and practise  
Chinese calligraphy

•  to illustrate a typical day in  
the life of their own school.

 CuRRICuLuM LInkS: English, 
Languages, P.E, Art and Design.

 GLOBAL CITIzEnSHIP LInkS And 
OuTLOOkS: creative thinking, critical 
thinking, communicating, collaborating 
and being open to new ideas.

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/clips/zdtjmp3
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Activities: a day in a  
Chinese Primary school
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Activity one
Plan and organise a session every morning for a week 
when everyone stretches and exercises together to 
music for a short period of time, as they do in Chinese 
schools. If it is not feasible for the whole school to join 
in, then arrange for this to take place in one year group 
or Key Stage. 

Divide the class into small groups. Ask each group to 
choose a piece of music and design a simple exercise 
routine for one session. Perhaps watch some exercise 
videos for inspiration first. Encourage pupils to work 
as a team, choose appropriate music and exercises 
that everyone will be able to follow. to warm up and 
energise different parts of the body to. After practising, 
ask them to lead the session for the rest of the group. 

At the end of the week, discuss which routines worked 
particularly well and what made them successful. Is 
this something your class would like to do every day 
throughout the year?

Activity two
In the film we see the importance of children learning 
to form Chinese characters correctly and practising 
their calligraphy with a brush in school. The basic 
principles behind Chinese writing have remained 
unchanged for thousands of years. Each character 
consists of a number of strokes or lines set inside an 
imaginary square and are written in a specific order. It 
takes a lot of practice to get it right. This seems to have 
always been the case. A recent exhibition at the British 
Museum revealed that a court official called Xie Jin 
wrote back in the 14th century: 

 “Ten years of my life spent at the 
window or beneath the lamp. 
Practising calligraphy day and night 
without a break. Beside the ‘ink 
pond’ I have used up an oceanful 
of water. My worn out brushes piled 
high would make a Mount Omei!”

Look at the two images of Chinese writers for hire on 
the street in the painting and photograph found in 
‘Resource sheet: HSBC images of Chinese scribes’. 
Discuss the following questions:
•  When do you think these pictures were created?  

What makes you think that? 
•  Who do you think the people are in the pictures?
•  Where are they and what do you think is happening?
•  What do you think are the stories behind what the 

men are writing?

Young children first learn to practise their calligraphy 
on the playground floor with large brushes and water, 
before going on to use finer brushes and ink. Look at 
the Chinese characters for ‘school’, ‘teacher’, ‘student’ 
and ‘lesson’ on ‘Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy’. 

Listen to the sound files in the online version of 
this pack (https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/
classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep) and practise 
saying each word aloud. In each case, click on the red 
hyperlink. On the dictionary page, first click on the 
double-arrow symbol next to the characters and then 
the speaker symbol to hear the sound file. Then click on 
each of the characters individually, then on the double-
arrow, then on the brush symbol to see the character 
stroke-order animation.

A geography 
lesson in a 
Chinese school

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
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 School: xué xiào
 Teacher: lǎo shı̄
 Student: xué sheng
 Lesson: kè 

   
Trace over the characters with a finger before copying 
them onto the playground floor with water and large 
brushes. As the water evaporates, so do any mistakes! 
When your pupils become more confident, use large 
chalks on the playground to practise, before going on 
to use finer brushes to paint the characters on paper 
or silk with inks or paint – you could hang this along a 
wall or in the hall. Photograph and display your results. 
You could then attach two pieces of thin wood such 

as bamboo or balsa wood to the 
ends, roll it up carefully like a 

traditional Chinese scroll 
and tie with a ribbon.

Suggestions for further activities:
Ask your pupils to create some resources that 
illustrate a typical day in the life of your school. 
This could take the form of photographs with 
captions, artwork, presentations using software 
such as PowerPoint, Prezi, or Photo Story, or a 
film or music video. Small groups could focus 
on different aspects of school life, such as 
the length and structure of the school day, 
how pupils get to school, subjects studied, 
uniforms, assemblies, lunch times, clubs, 
home learning and the role of the school 
council. Think about what makes your 
school unique and interesting to other 
schools around the world. If making a 
film, members of a group could take 
on different roles such as presenters, 
scriptwriters, directors or camera 
operators. Exchange your results with 
your partner school if you have one.

Activities: a day in a Chinese  
Primary school

Studying in a 
Chinese classroom

Lucky golden 
pendant

The Year of the Sheep  
is also called the Year  
of the Goat and the Year 
of the Ram

http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php%3Fpage%3Dworddict%26wdrst%3D0%26wdqb%3D%25E5%25AD%25A6%25E6%25A0%25A1
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php%3Fpage%3Dworddict%26wdrst%3D0%26wdqb%3D%25E8%2580%2581%25E5%25B8%2588
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php%3Fpage%3Dworddict%26wdrst%3D0%26wdqb%3D%25E5%25AD%25A6%25E7%2594%259F
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php%3Fpage%3Dworddict%26wdrst%3D0%26wdqb%3D%25E8%25AF%25BE
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E5%AD%A6%E6%A0%A1
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E8%80%81%E5%B8%88
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E5%AD%A6%E7%94%9F
http://www.mdbg.net/chindict/chindict.php?page=worddict&wdrst=0&wdqb=%E8%AF%BE
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Lesson plan: counting and  
playground games

YEAR OF THE SHEEP www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline

 AIMS: to investigate popular 
Chinese playground games and 
compare with games from around  
the world.

 OBJECTIvES:  
• to learn to count in Chinese 
•  to learn and play some popular 

Chinese games. 

 CuRRICuLuM LInkS: English, 
Languages, Mathematics and P.E. 

 GLOBAL CITIzEnSHIP SkILLS 
And OuTLOOkS: creative thinking, 
collaborating, critical thinking and 
being open to new ideas.

Preparation and resources
You will need: Print cards of characters 1–10 and chalk. 
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-
resources/year-of-the-sheep

Introduction
Watch the short film from the BBC Learning Zone of two 
Chinese girls playing the popular game of Jump House 
(跳房子 tiào fángzi) – a Chinese version of hopscotch 
that can be found at: http://tinyurl.com/pw83kjr

When they play the game, the children count the 
numbers in Mandarin from one to ten, then back from 
ten to one.

Activity one
Help your class to learn to count to ten in Chinese. One 
or both of the following YouTube videos will be useful. 
The first one teaches numbers alongside the traditional 
Chinese hand signals for numbers. The second one 
approaches counting to ten with music:
http://tinyurl.com/cdb4vfy 
http://tinyurl.com/nyl5sgq

There is no need to worry about Chinese tones for this 
activity. Just ensure that the children imitate what they 
hear. Now focus on looking at the characters. When 
your pupils can recognise the characters, download 
cards with the characters from one to ten from the 
British Council Schools Online website:  
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-
resources/year-of-the-sheep 

Give each member of the class a photocopied numbers 
card and ask them to stand up when they hear their 
number called out. Once this has been done a few 
times, split the children into teams. Shuffle up the 
numbers and give one to every child in the first team. 
Time how long it takes for them to sort themselves into 
numerical order (any children who don’t have cards can 
still get up to help their team). Repeat the activity with 
the next team.

Encourage the children to then create their 
own versions of Jump House on 
the playground floor 
and practise 
their Chinese 
numbers as 
they play.

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/clips/zt3hfg8
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DdijFA3kqDaU
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D2eLP3FuuEVs
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/classroom-resources/year-of-the-sheep
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dijFA3kqDaU


12

Lesson plan: festivals and Chinese  
handscroll paintings
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 AIMS: to investigate features of 
Chinese festivals and ancient Chinese 
handscroll paintings.

 OBJECTIvES:  
•  to create a class version of  

a Chinese handscroll painting.

 CuRRICuLuM LInkS: Art  
and design, Geography, English  
and Languages.

 GLOBAL CITIzEnSHIP SkILLS 
And OuTLOOkS: Collaborating, 
creative thinking, critical thinking.

Preparation and resources
You will need: scissors, pens, paint, brushes, large piece 
of lining paper and handscroll templates.  

Apart from New Year and the Spring Festival (春节) 
there are many other important celebrations in the 
traditional Chinese calendar. One of these is the Festival 
of Qingming (清明节 qı̄ng míng shàng hé tú) also 
known as Tomb Sweeping Day or Ancestors’ Day, which 
falls on the 15th day after the Spring Equinox – either 
the 4 or 5 April. It is a day when people tend to their 
family’s graves, make offerings there and celebrate with 
a picnic feast. The name 清明节 (Clear Bright Festival) 
also suggests it is a time to go outside and enjoy the 
newness and freshness of spring after the long months 
of winter.

There are two very famous scroll paintings  
showing the festival being celebrated in the ancient 
Chinese capital city of Kaifeng. The artist Zhang Zeduan 
painted one during the Song Dynasty (pronounced 
soong) in the 12th century. The other is a copy made 
500 years later in the Qing Dynasty by five of the 
Emperor Qianlong’s court artists. It was presented 
to him on 15 January 1737. They are both called 
‘Celebrating the Qingming Festival on the River’  
(清明上河图) and are painted in a form unique to 

Chinese art – the giant handscroll. The Song 
Dynasty version is only 10cm high and 5.25m long 
but the Qing Dynasty version is twice as long at 11 
metres and 35cm high. Measure how long this is in 
relation to your classroom to get a real picture  
of the scale.
 
These panoramic paintings were painted in ink 
on silk and capture the daily life of people from all 
levels of society – rich and poor. As well as vendors 
selling everything from bows and arrows to musical 
instruments and different types of buildings. Animals 
and transport are all present too. 

Have a look at the two versions on  
the links below. 
Song Dynasty: http://tinyurl.com/bu9g5b
Qing Dynasty: http://tinyurl.com/223ggf

‘Along the River’ a panoramic 
painting of the Qingming 
Festival

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/86/Alongtheriver_QingMing.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/32/Along_the_River_7-119-3.jpg
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Scroll along and see if you can you spot  
some of the following:
• the Rainbow Bridge
• goatherds and pig herders
• people selling wine and lanterns
• people loading cargo onto boats
• temples and houses
•  different forms of transport including donkeys  

and mules, sedan chairs and chariots.

What other features can you see in the scroll? 
Record the different types of scenery, animals and 
activities that you find. There are 814 humans, 28 
boats, 60 animals, 30 buildings, 20 vehicles, 9 
sedan chairs, and 170 trees in the original! If you are 
using this as part of a Mandarin language lesson, 
how many of these can you say in Chinese?

The two versions are very different in style, which  
do you like best? Give reasons for your choice.
Photocopy the templates of different features from
‘Activity sheet five: make a Chinese handscroll’.  Ask 
your pupils to cut them out and either colour them in 
or paint their own versions with brushes and ink. Use a 
roll of lining paper to create your own giant hand scroll. 
The cut-outs can then either be glued flat onto the lining 

paper or stood up for a 3D effect. You can use off-cuts 
of fabric or wallpaper to create the mounts at either end 
and create your own inscriptions and seals.

Additional activities
Choose a section of the scroll to study carefully as a 
starting point for a creative piece of writing. This could 
be a descriptive paragraph, a short story based on the 
scene or a short film script or dialogue to accompany 
the scene.

Questions to investigate for home learning:
•  Kaifeng was only the capital of China for a short  

time during the Song Dynasty. What is the capital 
called now?

•  Kaifeng still exists as a city today in Henan Province in 
North China. Can you find it using an atlas or software 
such as Google Maps or Google Earth?

•  The river that flows past it is one of the two most 
important rivers in China. What is it called? Why is it 
called that?

Lesson plan: festivals and Chinese  
handscroll paintings

Panorama of ‘Along the 
river during the Qingming 
Festival’, an 18th century 
remake of the 12th 
century original

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page


Cut a strip about 3cm 
wide from the short side 
of the card. This will be 
used to make the handle.

Repeat Step 3 across the 
card, with the cuts about 
2cm apart.

Cut a straight line across the fold of 
the card, about 2cm in from the side, 
stopping about 3cm from the unfolded 
edge. Don’t cut all the way across!

Fold the rest of the sheet of 
card in half length-ways.1

3 4

2

Activity sheet one: make  
a Chinese lantern
You will need:
• a sheet of A4 coloured card  
• scissors  
• a stapler or sticky tape. 

YEAR OF THE SHEEP www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline 14
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Squash the lantern down 
a little so that the middle 
pushes outwards. Staple the 
handle strip to either side of 
the top of the lantern.

You can decorate your lantern any way you 
like, and hang up a row of different coloured 
lanterns along a string from the ceiling.

Unfold the card, curve it round so the 
two short sides are just overlapping, 
and staple together at the top and 
bottom (or stick together with tape).5

6

7

YEAR OF THE SHEEP www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline 15

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page


16

Activity sheet two: sequencing the  
New Year Race story
Please photocopy this page. Then cut up the sentences 
and sequence them in the order of the Chinese New 
Year Race story. 

YEAR OF THE SHEEP www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline

Thirteen animals started the race. They were 

the Rooster, the dragon, the Ox, the dog, the 

Monkey, the Rabbit, the Tiger, the Horse, the 

Cat, the Rat, the Sheep and the Snake.

Many years ago, the Jade Emperor wanted to 
find a way to keep track of the passing years.

As the Ox reached the river bank, the Rat 

jumped off the top of the Ox’s head and won 

the race.

He decided to organise a race for the animals and whichever order the animals 
came in, would be the order of the years  
to come.

The Pig came in last and the Cat ran away.

The Rat is still the first year of the Zodiac in 

the 12 year cycle and the Pig is the last.

The animals set off. At first the Dragon was 

in the lead, but as they crossed the river, it 

was the Ox that was winning the race.

Snip these out

The Jade Emperor recorded the result of the 
race on a scroll for all to see.

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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Activity sheet three: make 
a Chinese shadow puppet
You will need:
• light coloured card 
• masking tape
• pens/pencils/crayons
• scissors 

• bradawl 
• paper hole reinforcers 
• brass paper fasteners 
•  sticks (chopsticks, lolly 

sticks or garden canes).

Attach the moving parts to the main 
puppet using brass paper fasteners 
pushed through the reinforced 
holes from the front and opened 
out at the back.

4

Go over the outlines with a marker 
and cut out the pieces carefully.2Choosing one of the templates provided, 

copy the outlines onto a sheet of light 
coloured card. Colour in the puppet with 
pens, pencils or crayons if you wish.

1

Carefully make a hole at the points 
marked with an ‘X’ with a bradawl and 
strengthen each hole on the back with 
an adhesive paper hole reinforcer to 
prevent them from tearing.

3

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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With a shorter piece of tape, stick the tape 
'spade' (not the stick) to the back of the 
body of the puppet. Flip the stick upwards, 
and stick the underside of the 'spade' to the 
puppet as well. This creates a hinged handle.

Trim off any tape that shows from the front of 
the puppet.

6

Repeat the process for all the moving 
parts of the puppet, so each piece has 
its own hinged handle attached.7

Use a lamp to shine on a light coloured 
cloth or wax paper screen.

Practise moving your puppets in front 
of the light to make the shadows move. 
Use the sticks to hold the puppets up 
close to the screen whilst your hands 
are further back. This will ensure they  
do not show up on the screen. 

8

First stick a 10cm length of masking 
tape to the end of each stick, extending 
past the end and the sides, fold over a 
few times then flatten the tape to make 
a small spade-like end on the stick.

5

Now make the hinged attachments to fix the sticks to the 
puppets. These will allow the sticks to be held at an angle 
to the puppets, so that the sticks and puppeteers’ hands 
will not show on the screen. 

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page


Dragon template

Rat template

Cut out around solid lines.  
Crosses indicate where paper 
fasteners should be positioned.



Emperor template

Ox template

Cut out around solid lines.  
Crosses indicate where paper 
fasteners should be positioned.



Dog template

Cut out around solid lines.  
Crosses indicate where paper 
fasteners should be positioned.

Cat template

Attach front legs 
behind head piece
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Layer more cotton buds in curved rows 
along the card, covering the stick parts 
of the row before, until the whole card 
is covered. Leave to dry.4

Cut both ends off the cotton buds, 
leaving about 3mm of stick below 
the cotton part.2Using the white card, cut out two ovals 

— the body part approx 8.5cm in length,  
the head part approx 4cm in length.1

Begin gluing the cotton bud tips to the 
large card oval, beginning at the back 
of the body, with all the cotton ends 
pointing to the back and the stick ends 
to the front. 

3

Take the small card oval and glue one cotton 
bud on either side near the top, pointing 
outwards to make the ears.

Cut three tips off cotton buds, right at the 
end of the cotton part, with no stick left 
showing. Glue these on at the top of the 
head to make the sheep's 'hair'.

5

Activity sheet four:  
make a New Year sheep
You will need:
• white card
• cotton buds (approx. 30)
• two wooden clothes pegs

• glue
• scissors
• red card
• gold or black paint

• black pen
•  short piece of narrow 

red ribbon.

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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6

Colour in the top parts of the 
wooden clothes pegs with a black 
marker pen.

Glue the gripping ends of the 
pegs flat onto the back of the card 
body to make the legs. Before 
the glue dries completely, check 
that the legs are level and that the 
sheep stands up, before leaving 
the glue to dry.

7

9

10

Using the red card, cut out a square 
approx 8x8cm. You could make the 
edges decorative using zigzag paper 
scissors if available. 8

Using gold or black paint, copy on the red card 
the Chinese characters 新年快乐 xı̄n nián kuài lè 
which translate as Happy New Year. 

The lower part of the card will be hidden by the 
sheep's body, so keep the writing in the top half.

Put the card into the gripping ends of 
the clothes pegs on the back of the 
card, so that the message reads from 
the front.

Draw the face on the remaining area of 
card. Tie the narrow ribbon into a small 
bow and glue at the top of the hair.

Once all the glue on both parts is dry, glue 
the head onto the body, covering the last 
row of stick ends.

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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Activity sheet five: make a  
Chinese handscroll
Photocopy the templates of different features from the 
handscroll. Ask your pupils to cut them out and either 
colour them in or use them as inspiration to paint their 
own versions with brushes and ink. Use a roll of lining 
paper to create your own giant hand scroll. The cut-
outs can then either be glued flat onto the lining paper 
or stood up for a 3D effect. You can use off-cuts of 
fabric or wallpaper to create the mounts at either end 
and create your own inscriptions and seals.

Details from Qingming  
Festival scroll
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Panorama of ‘Along the river during 
the Qingming Festival’, 18th century 
remake of a 12th century original by 
Chinese artist Zhang Zeduan

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page


Handscroll template: cut 
out and colour in



Handscroll template: cut 
out and colour in



Handscroll template: cut 
out and colour in



Handscroll template: cut 
out and colour in
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Resource sheet: HSBC images  
of Chinese scribes
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HSBC Holdings plc
HSBC Holdings plc

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy
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学校
School xué xiào

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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老师
Teacher lǎo shı̄

Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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学生
Student xué sheng 

Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page
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课
Lesson kè 

Resource sheet: Chinese calligraphy

https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/uk-home-page


Information sheet: British Council 
Schools Online 
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Have you visited British Council Schools 
Online recently? We have made a number 
of enhancements to our website. 

Take a moment to check it out: 
www.britishcouncil.org/schoolsonline

You can:
• find a partner school
• download our free toolkits and classrooms resources 
• interact with like-minded teaching professionals
•  access advice sessions and courses on working 

internationally and global citizenship
•  apply for funding to develop a partnership  

or work overseas
•  register for the British Council International School 

Award to help you through the process of planning 
and delivering international work.

British Council Schools 
Online website is packed 
with rescouces for schools, 
including the digital version of 
this pack for free download

35
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Information sheet: find out more 
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We hope you enjoyed the activities in this pack.  
There are lots more ways you can get involved  
in international work with China and  
other countries:

Find a partner school
Use our British Council Schools Online partner finding 
tool to link up with schools in China and many other 
countries worldwide: 
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/find-a-partner

Communicate
Use our forums and online project spaces with your 
partner school:  
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/phpbbforum

Access resources
Check out our global learning resources, including 
classroom activities, videos and lesson plans:  
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/ 
classroom-resources

Learn Chinese
Host a Chinese Language Assistant. It’s easy to 
organise and you can share the assistant with other 
local schools. This scheme is supported by HSBC and 
Confucius Institute Headquarters/Hanban:
www.britishcouncil.org/languageassistants-uk-schools-
and-authorities.htm 

Courses for primary pupils
Take part in our free week-long Chinese culture 
and language immersion courses specifically 
aimed at Key Stage Two pupils in England and 
Wales. This scheme is supported by HSBC: 
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/content/
apply-funding/ks2-chinese-immersion-courses 

Get recognition 
Sign up to our prestigious British Council 
International School Award scheme to earn 
accreditation for your international work: 
https://schoolsonline.britishcouncil.org/accreditation-
and-awards/isa/uk-schools/about

36
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Information about China

Chinese history
www.ancientchina.co.uk 

www.earlyimperialchina.co.uk 

http://tinyurl.com/noqksjq

Chinese culture
http://tinyurl.com/l6ye3cd

China – general teaching resources
www.countries.mrdonn.org/china.html

Introduction to Chinese language and support 
for Chinese language learning
http://tinyurl.com/nc7ox9r

www.hellomylo.com

http://ci.ioe.ac.uk

General contemporary information on China
www.chinatoday.com

www.chinaculture.org

Information about shadow puppets
http://www.chineseshadowpuppetry.com

http://tinyurl.com/mxywk3o

Information about Chinese new Year and 
Chinese language teaching 
http://tinyurl.com/m4rw953

http://tinyurl.com/od7p3l9

http://tinyurl.com/lncbn39

Information sheet: find out more 
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