Introduction to World Religions

Aim:  Introduce and provide a rudimentary understanding of some world religions so that students begin to grasp the connection between the importance of religious practice to a nation’s culture.
Age: middle school

Content: text: A Message of Ancient Days (a 6th grade social studies text), atlases, a selection of websites:
http://java.nationalgeographic.com/studentatlas/clickup/buddhism.html http://java.nationalgeographic.com/studentatlas/clickup/christianity.html http://java.nationalgeographic.com/studentatlas/clickup/hinduism.html http://java.nationalgeographic.com/studentatlas/clickup/islam.html http://java.nationalgeographic.com/studentatlas/clickup/judaism.html http://www.woodlands junior.kent.sch.uk/homework/Religion.html
http://www.worldalmanacforkids.com/explore/religion1.html http://library.thinkquest.org/28505/ http://www.historyforkids.org/learn/religion/index.htm http://www.uri.org/kids/world.htm
Materials: blank paper, world map, colored pencils, chart with religions listed at top.

Procedure:  (This should take at least 2  45 minute sessions.)
Day 1   Divide students into five groups and assign each group a religion: Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism.  Distribute texts, atlases, a world map, materials and a laptop to each group.  Students brainstorm and record what they do know about their topic and share this with the large group.  Using resources and atlases they should first color the continents where their religion is practiced and then proceed to fill in the graphic organizer (religion is along top and categories are along side): important book (eg Talmud), founder (eg Siddhartha), food (eg dietary restrictions), symbols (eg cross), basic truths (eg Four Noble Truths), clothing (eg veil), special places (eg Jerusalem), time frame ( when founded?  still practiced?).Compare initial brainstorming session with post-research results.
Day 2  Students present their research to the other groups.  Students fill in all columns on their own charts so that they will have a study guide to the world religions.
Evaluation:  Students can play a simple review game (a card game or a “Jeopardy”-like game) in small groups, or the large group; they can take turns listing a characteristic of a religion and then identifying it.  This can get as involved as time permits.

Follow-up Activities:  Arrange for students to visit different houses of worship.  Interview other students or adults who practice different religions. 
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