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 Webquest: New Year  
 by Gabrielle Jones

Level: Intermediate / Upper intermediate
Target age: Teenagers / Young adults
Time needed: 60 minutes
Key skills: Reading, speaking
Materials: One copy of the worksheet per student

Introduction
Around the world, many different cultures 
celebrate the arrival of a new year. For some, 
this has great religious significance; for others, it is 
related to economic or astrological events. Most 
celebrations involve special customs, including 
particular foods, drinks, events and resolutions.

These activities are designed to inform students 
about the history of New Year celebrations and 
the traditions which are practised today in a 
variety of cultures. 

Important note: The weblinks for activities 1 and 
2 are taken from history.com and use American 
English. This affects the way in which certain 
language is presented. For example, ‘January 1’ 
rather than the British English form of ‘1 January’. 
Spelling is also different with examples such as 
‘honor’ rather than ‘honour’ and ‘revelers’ rather 
than ‘revellers’.

How the activities work
This webquest is designed for students to work 
from activity to activity. Most tasks require them 
to compare their answers in pairs or small groups 
and there is always an element of discussion or 
interaction involved. The lesson could, however, 
be made more competitive by assigning teams 
one activity each and then forming new teams 
with one member of each activity group, who 
share the information they read. 

Warmer
Hand out the worksheet. Ask your students to 
discuss the questions in pairs or small groups, 
commenting on New Year traditions in their own 
country. Write some of the points on the board.

Activity 1:  The history of New Year 
celebrations
Ask the students to go to the first weblink and 
answer the questions on the worksheet. They 
should then discuss their answers in pairs. Feed 

back on the answers as a whole class. Then, ask 
your students to discuss the question at the end of 
the section about other significant festivals in their 
own country.

www.history.com/topics/new-years

Key:       

1. The earliest recorded festivities were 4,000 
years ago in ancient Babylon.

2. The name given to the festival was Akitu. It 
came from the Sumerian word for barley.

3. The original celebration lasted 11 days.

4. People tied New Year to agricultural or 
astronomical events.

5. The flooding of the Nile marked the New Year 
in Egypt.

6. The first Roman calendar was ten months with 
304 days.

7. King Numa Pompilius added the first two 
months to the calendar. The months were 
called Januarius and Februarius.

8. Julius Caesar introduced 1 January as the start 
of the New Year.

9. Christian leaders temporarily replaced 1 
January as the first day of the New Year with 
other days with more religious importance, e.g. 
25 December (the anniversary of Jesus’s birth) 
and 25 March (the Feast of the Annunciation).

10. 1 January was reintroduced in 1582 by Pope 
Gregory XIII.

Activity 2:  New Year’s traditions
Ask your students to look at the weblink again 
and read the text under the heading ‘New 
Year’s traditions’. Ask the students to answer the 
questions and, then, compare answers in pairs. 
Give feedback on the answers as a whole class.

www.history.com/topics/new-years

Key:

1. Spanish people eat 12 grapes just before 
midnight. This symbolizes their hopes for the 
coming months.

2. Legumes are eaten in many parts of the 
world, including Italy and the southern 
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US. They resemble coins and herald future 
financial success.

3. In some cultures, pigs represent progress and 
prosperity. Pork is eaten in Cuba, Austria, 
Hungary, Portugal and other countries.

4. Ring-shaped cakes are eaten in the 
Netherlands, Mexico, Greece and 
elsewhere. They symbolize that the year has 
come full circle.

5. An almond is hidden inside the rice pudding. 
Whoever finds the nut can expect 12 months 
of good fortune.

6. The Babylonians were probably the first people 
to make resolutions.

7. They promised to pay off debts and return 
borrowed farm equipment.

8. The most famous symbol of the New Year in the 
US is the dropping of a giant ball in New York 
City’s Times Square at the stroke of midnight.

9. The event has taken place since 1907.

10. Alternative objects dropped include pickles 
(Dillsburg, Pennsylvania) and possums 
(Tallapoosa, Georgia).

Activity 3: New Year celebrations 
around the world
Student A in each pair will read about the Scottish 
New Year and student B will read about the Jewish 
New Year. Ask your students to try to work out 
whether the statements are true or false before 
reading the texts. They should then check their 
answers using the weblinks provided. Finally, they 
should discuss their answers with each other and 
fill in the table.

Student 1 – Scottish New Year

www.scotland.org/features/hogmanay-top-facts/

Key:

1. F – ‘Hogmanay’ means ‘the last day of the 
year’.

2. T 

3. F – Strangers are welcome in people’s houses.

4. T

5. T

Student 2 – Jewish New Year 

www.bbc.co.uk/schools/religion/judaism/rosh_
hashanah.shtml

Key:

1. T

2. F – The celebration lasts two days.

3. T

4. F – The ‘Shofar’ is a ram’s horn trumpet. A 
hundred notes are played in a special rhythm.

5. T

Key:

Scottish  
New Year

Jewish  
New Year

name of 
celebration

Hogmanay Rosh Hashanah

customs singing ‘Auld 
Lang Syne’; 
welcoming 
friends and 
strangers with 
warm hospitality 
and a kiss; the 
first footing – the 
first person in 
the house after 
midnight should 
be a dark-
haired male

reflecting on 
the year; asking 
for forgiveness; 
blowing of 
the Shofar; 
spending time 
at a synagogue; 
eating a special 
meal at home

food and 
drink

shortbread, 
black bun, 
whisky

apples dipped 
in honey, 
a sweet 
carrot stew, 
pomegranates, 
round bread

Activity 4: Quiz: International New 
Year’s Eve customs
www.topics-mag.com/internatl/holidays/new-
year/quiz/new-years.htm 

Ask your students to complete an online quiz 
in their pairs in which they discuss New Year’s 
customs in a number of countries. Answers are 
given on the screen. They should then discuss the 
question at the end of the section.

http://www.scotland.org/features/hogmanay-top-facts/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/religion/judaism/rosh_hashanah.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/religion/judaism/rosh_hashanah.shtml
http://www.topics-mag.com/internatl/holidays/new-year/quiz/new-years.htm
http://www.topics-mag.com/internatl/holidays/new-year/quiz/new-years.htm
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Activity 5: Round-up task
Ask students to imagine that they have friends 
from another country coming to celebrate New 
Year with them and their family. In pairs, they plan 
the evening, considering a number of different 
points. When they have finished, they should 
compare their plans with another pair.

Optional activity
Ask your students to make their own list of New 
Year’s resolutions. Compare the lists as a whole 
class and see which resolutions are most popular.


