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Messages in the Wind:

Tibetan Prayer Flags

Topic: Introduction to Tibetan Culture

Purpose/ Relevance of the Lesson:  

Minnesota has the second largest Tibetan population of any state in the U.S.  With a growing and vibrant Tibetan community, it is important for students to understand the different perspectives and values that this group brings to Minnesota.

Objectives:  (Students will be able to…Learn, Do, and Produce)

1. Investigate prayer flags to draw conclusions

2. Learn about the elements of a traditional prayer flag (primary color, Wind Horse, message from the Dalai Lama, wish for self, good wishes for others, animals, other symbols.)

3. Create a prayer flag including many of the elements of a traditional flag 
Grade Level: 4th-12th
Time needed: Two 45- minute class periods

Materials Needed: 

· Slideshow with pictures of Tibetan prayer flags

· Color copies of each picture from the slideshow (laminated or inserted into a plastic page protector)

· One-page handout with facts about Tibetan prayer flags

· Reading of one of the Dalai Lama’s Messages: http://www.dalailama.com/messages (“Compassion and the Individual” would work well)

· Blank paper 

· Colored pencils/ crayons/ markers.

· (Optional) Cut squares of cotton broadcloth, an old sheet, or another lightweight fabric

Background Knowledge: 

You will want to become familiar with the basic ideas of Tibetan Buddhism, the Dalai Lama, and Tibetan prayer flags. 

“Hook” Activity: 

Ask the class the following questions:

· What is a flag?  

· What are some flags that you know?

· Where are flags displayed?

· When do people carry flags?

· Why do people carry flags? 

Lesson Procedure: 

1. Show students a slideshow including multiple pictures of prayer flags. 

2. Assign students to groups of 3-4.  

3. Distribute color copies of each picture from the slideshow, so that each group has all of the photos. 

4. Ask groups to look at the photos and try to answer the following questions based on what they see:

· What is a prayer flag?

· Where is it displayed?

· What do you notice about the colors?

· What symbols are included on the flags?

· What do you notice about the writing? (A lot of it? Written in small font or big?)

· What material are they printed on?

· Is there anything consistent about the arrangement of things on a prayer flag?  

5. Have students return to their individual seats.  

6. Compile student observations on the board.  

7. Distribute a one-page handout with facts about Tibetan prayer flags.  

8. Ask each student to silently read the handout and circle anything that is already listed on the board from student observations.

9. As a class, return to the list on the board.  Add any details to the student observations (For example, students may have observed that there are always the same five colors used.  After the reading, you can add what each color stands for.)

10. Describe who the Dalai Lama is and why he is important to Tibetans. 

11. Define the word “compassion” on the board.  Ask students to give examples of how we show compassion for others.

12. Distribute the reading with a message from the Dalai Lama, and ask students to circle any message that “speaks to them” in the reading.  

13. Read the Dalai Lama’s message together as a class or assign students to read it on their own.

14. Have each student review the message(s) that he/she circled and select one that he or she believes in most strongly.

15. Hand out blank paper and colored pencils/ crayons/ markers.

16. Ask each student to create their own prayer flag, using the blank paper. 

(Optional) You can have students do a practice flag on a piece of paper and their final flag on cloth.

· Student should make deliberate decisions about what to include in the prayer flag and be able to explain why he/she made that decision.

· Each flag must include:

i. Specified background color

ii. Wind Horse

iii. At least one quote from the Dalai Lama’s message

iv. Additional sayings or quotes that show what compassion for others looks like.

v. A wish for self for the upcoming school year

vi. Four animals that represent qualities that are important for students in this class to have

vii. Any other symbols that represent qualities that are important for a student in this class to have

Assessment/ Evaluation:

After completing the final flag, have each student write a 1-2 paragraph reflection describing why he/she made certain decisions about color, quotes/ messages, animals, symbols, and arrangement.  This should be turned in with the flag.  

(Optional) Display the prayer flags high up in the classroom for the duration of the school year.  Remind students often of the qualities that they wished for others in the class to have, and the messages they emphasized.  

Ideas for Differentiating Instruction: 

· Have students work in pairs, with one designing the flag and the other writing the reflection.

· Instead of having a student create a prayer flag of his/ her own, have this student study all of the prayer flags of the class and explain what he/ she learned from those flags.

· Have the student select 3-4 of the seven required items for creating a prayer flag.  

· Ask a student to do additional research about prayer flags, and present his/her findings to you or the class.

Additional Resources: 

“Becoming Minnesotan: Stories of Recent Immigrants and Refugees” website: https://www.mnhs.org/immigrant
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