Literature Lesson #1: Jataka Tales
Lesson Source: Erica B. Svatek, copyright 2008
Grade Level: K-12

Timeframe: Two 40-minute classes or one 80-minute block
Overview: In this lesson students will learn about the origins of Buddhism through children’s literature (Jataka Tales) and be able to outline the key characteristics of Buddhism as well as societal values stemming from this religious practice.  This lesson could be used to begin or conclude your study of Buddhism.
Objectives (the students will be able to):

1. Generate a list of key characteristics of Buddhism based on reading a selection of Jataka Tales.

2. Outline the purpose of each tale read for literary aspects.
3. Analyze the role of men, women, and animals in these stories and relate to the larger Buddhist society.

4. Generate a list of key aspects of Buddhism as represented in the tales.

5. Create an original Jataka Tale based on the students’ life.

Materials:

1. 3-5 different Jataka Tales

2. student notebooks

3. pen or pencil
Procedure (suggested):

1. Ask the students what books their parents read to them as children.

a. What were they about?

b. Did they have a purpose?

c. What were your parents trying to teach you?

2. Generate a list of student responses on the board.

3. Introduce the Jataka Tales.  Try to connect early childhood stories about morals and religion to the Jataka Tales (stories of social responsibility).

4. Divide the class into small groups of 3-4 students, assign places to work and assemble.

5. Assign each group a different Jataka Tale.  Each group must do the following:
a. Read and annotate the story as a group

b. Answer the following questions:

i. Who is the main character?

ii. What is the role of nature in the story?

iii. What do you think the title means?

iv. Is there a moral or lesson a child should learn from reading this?

v. What religious aspects are taught in the story?

vi. Explain the symbolism used in the story?

6. Group presentations:  Each group should give a short report (5-8 minutes) to the class about their assigned Jataka Tale.

7. Group work part II: Divide the class into new groups of 2-3 students, assign places to work and assemble.

8. Each group must create their own Jataka Tale that teaches an aspect of Buddhist faith, practice, or society.  This will be turned in and graded. 

Closure:

1. Bring the class back together again and conclude the class with a discussion on Buddhist religion, literature and stories, and the role of knowledge in Buddhist society.  
2. Suggested Discussion Questions:

a. What aspects of Buddhist religion were evident in the Jataka Tale?
b. What do these tales tell you about Buddhist society and the role of learning/knowledge?

c. How do Buddhists view nature and animals?  Why is this important?
d. What characteristics would a good Buddhist possess?

Extension Ideas: 

1. Ask the students to make their person Jataka Tale into a play and act it out.

2. Compare and contrast Buddhist life to Hindu life in India.

3. Contrast Jataka Tales with Judeo-Christian fairy tales for aspects of morals and proper behavior.

4. Delve into Buddhist art to look at the role of animals and nature in both literature and art work.
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