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Essential question 

●​ How do artists preserve culture through craft? 
 
Supporting questions 

●​ What are some ways you could preserve a handcraft or technique? 
●​ As makers, how can we draw inspiration from our environment? 
●​ How can we create new art by changing a theme?  

 
Key Concepts 

●​ Artists can make it a mission to preserve a handcraft or technique. 
●​ As makers, we can draw inspiration from our environment. 
●​ One way to create new art is by making changes to a theme.  

 
INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES  
Note: This lesson provides an introduction to Hawaiian quilts, including the design of radial 
patterns and learning basic stitches. There are instructions for a paper and a fabric quilt block so 
that students can choose what works best for them: The paper is stiff and the fabric is drapey 
and fluid; one material and method may work better for an individual student than another. 
Additionally, the Poakalani Quilters have videos on their website that teach the construction of a 
beautiful cloth 22-inch square Hawaiian quilt design, poakalani.net. However, this beginner’s 
quilt is a time-intensive project. You might decide to offer an after-school class for motivated 
students. Cissy Serrao takes the viewer through each step, and thoroughly explains and shows 
exactly what to do. You may want to watch these to better understand the process.  
 
Investigate: Engage and Explore 
Video, Discussion, and Initial Activities 
Before viewing 
Introduce the scope of the lesson to students, sharing the key concepts, critical questions, and 
objectives.  
 
Quilt image search: Allow students to work in pairs or small groups, with two laptops (so they 
can compare images) or with two printout sheets (showing a resulting page of quilts found from 
the following search terms.) Have students search two different terms on google, and select 
“images”: Traditional Quilts and Hawaiian Quilts.  
 
Begin a discussion about what they find, for example: 

●​ We’re going to be studying Hawaiian quilts. What are some things that these two pages, 
the traditional quilts search and the Hawaiian quilts search, have in common?”  

 
Possible answers include: 

●​ They’re both quilts.  
●​ They are made from fabric.  
●​ They all have designs on them, either in the fabric or fabric shapes. 

Note that “traditional quilts” also applies to Hawaiian quilts, but Hawaiian quilts are a unique 
and identifiable style. Share that quilts are made from two pieces of fabric, like a sandwich, with 
a layer of flannel or batting in between. The layers are stitched together, and then quilted, which 
means sewing the layers together to hold the batting in place. The quilted lines or patterns 
become decorative in themselves.  
 

https://poakalani.net
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Ask students:  

●​ What is different about the Hawaiian quilts?  
 

Possible answers might be:  
●​ The design is kind of like a snowflake that you fold and then cut.  
●​ It’s a big bright design on a plain background.  
●​ Some of the traditional quilts look more geometric.  
●​ The Hawaiian quilt colors are bright.  
●​ Some of them are very complicated and detailed.  
●​ I think there’s pineapples and flowers in that one.  

 
If students don’t at first notice flowers and the like within the Hawaiian quilts, have them search 
for identifiable images (flowers, waves, dolphins, leaves, vines, etc.) and point to examples. 
Introduce the video to students, explaining they will be learning about a quilting class in Hawaii, 
the kinds of quilts they make there, and why they make them. 
 
After viewing  
Hand out Worksheet 1: Carrying on Culture. Go over the worksheet with students. Let them work 
in small groups to discuss ideas and find answers. When they are finished, use the teacher guide 
to go over possible answers and to guide a class discussion. The worksheet includes some 
history of Hawaii and connects it with the pride and love for traditions, home, and culture that is 
the mission of preserving the quilts and quilting. 
 
After discussion, let students know they will be making a paper or fabric quilt block (the 
uppermost portion of the quilt “sandwich”) inspired by the style of the Hawaiian quilts.  
 
Investigate: Make Connections 
Studio Production 
 
Folding paper the paper pattern 
Note: Students are not designing yet, but viewing and then experimenting how to fold and cut 
the paper. It will be helpful to have examples ready for demonstrating each stage. Tell students 
you are going to demonstrate how the patterns for the Hawaiian quilts are made so that they can 
envision the cutting they will do later. This is a good time to ask students to share if they know of 
other cut paper design traditions. Possible examples include the Chinese version, jianzhi, the 
Mexican tradition of papel picado, and the Pennsylvania Dutch art of scherenschnitte. Share with 
students that this last method of folding and cutting paper designs, scherenschnitte, may have 
come with missionaries from the mainland in the 1800s, and was adopted and adapted by the 
Hawaiians for their quilts.  
Have students follow with their own piece of copy paper as you demonstrate the folding for the 
patterns. With a student next to you who follows your lead, fold the piece of paper in half, 
bringing the 8 ½-inch edges together. Fold the paper in half again, bringing the 5 ½-inch edges 
together. Finally, bring the shorter folded edge to meet the longer folded edge and make a 
crease. This makes 8 layers. You’ll have a triangle, 1/8 of the total design. Point out to students 
that this is the shape John Serrao used to design quilt patterns, as they saw in the video. Trim 
the extra paper margin.  
 
Note: 8 layers of paper (or fabric) can be difficult for some students to cut. Therefore, 
demonstrate a 4-layer version as well. Again, fold the 8 ½ by 11-inch piece of paper in half, 
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bringing the 8 ½-inch edges together. Fold the paper exactly as before, but after trimming the 
extra paper margin, open up the last fold so that you have a square. Both folded shapes, the 
8-layer and the 4-layer, are illustrated on Worksheet 2, which students will use later.  
 
Optional: Designing with protractors: To create a circle with 8 sections (and another way to 
imagine the quilt design, in full) have students draw a circle with a compass, approximately the 
same diameter measurement as the straight edge of the protractor. Match the center of the 
protractor to the center of the circle. Using the protractor, mark a tiny dot every 45 degrees 
around the edge of the circle. Using a ruler, connect each dot with the adjacent dot to make 8 
sections. For the quarter fold option (four sections) make the marks every 90 degrees around the 
circle. 
 
Cutting paper designs 
Show students how to draw a random design on the folded sheet so that at least some of the 
paper remains attached along both folded edges. Demonstrate what happens when that is 
forgotten: the paper falls apart in pieces. Allow some time for students to experiment with 
cutting random designs and seeing what happens when the paper is unfolded. 
 
Before handing out Worksheet 2, share with students: 
“Remember we noticed that many of the Hawaiian quilt designs are nature-based: Flowers, 
leaves and fruits, oceans, and wildlife. Outside our windows you can likely see some kinds of 
natural environments. Nature isn’t only found in national and state parks, but also in rural areas, 
suburbs, and cities. Each of these has its own ecosystems, including weather.”  
 
To encourage students to think about their own environment, nature, and the living things 
surrounding them, have two students record a list on the board of different examples of nature 
that you and the class can think of. Examples include planets, stars, clouds, rain, oceans, lakes, 
and streams; pebbles and seashells; trees, leaves and weeds; small animals, birds, fish, lizards, 
insects, whales; cows and chickens and sheep, flowers in forests, gardens, or window boxes, farm 
crops in fields or in the corner store, people, pigeons, squirrels, cats and dogs, etc. 
 
Hand out and go over worksheet 2 with students. Ask them to think about what they appreciate 
in their environment, referring to the list made on the board. In part one of the worksheet, they 
will think of a motif or two, such as a leaf, a fish, or a flower (etc.) for a quilt, sketch them, then 
place them in a 1/8 section of a radial design and in a 1/4 section. It will be helpful to have 
Hawaiian quilt images to help students imagine the connecting designs to fill out the overall 
space.  
 
In part two of the worksheet, students are encouraged to try even more variations within the 
shapes. Share with students: Inspiration can also come from taking a design you have already 
created, and playing with ways to change or vary it. John Serrao gives us an excellent example 
of how effective this can be. Every one of his approximately 2,000 designs start with paper 
folded as below, then cut with a botanical or other Hawaiian-inspired design. You’ve already 
developed a design. Now try to create two variations of it, sketching them here. You might 
rearrange the shapes, change the sizes, add something new, or take something away. You might 
also allow for students to extend their choice of design to other things/ideas with meanings or 
importance to them. 
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When students are ready to try their choice of design, hand out paper and tell them the steps: 
Fold the paper, redraw your design on it, and cut it out. What does it look like? Refine your 
design or try a different one and rework them until you have one you like. Give students plenty 
of time to experiment with cutting designs and discovering the results. Encourage them to share 
their cut design with a partner. Share your design with a partner: What do they think? From all 
you have tried, choose one for your final quilt block project.  
 
Introduce Sewing  
Ask students if they know the difference between a pin and a needle, then draw a sketch on the 
board and explain: “the pin has a head, (or cap) to keep it from going all the way through the 
fabric and thus maybe falling out. Pins are used to temporarily hold pieces together. The needle 
has an eye (the hole) and the thread is passed through the eye. It is used to sew pieces 
together.”  
 
Practice sewing  
Hand out index cards and a needle to each student. Show them how to unwind and cut about an 
arm’s length of thread from the spools, and then thread the needle, bringing the thread ends 
together and making a small knot. Students can attach the end of the thread (the knot) to the 
back of the index card with a piece of tape so it doesn’t pop through the paper. (On fabric, they 
will attach the thread to the back of the fabric with a tiny stitch or two.) Let students practice 
stitching a dashed running stitch along the lines of the index card. They can also practice an 
overcast stitch, wrapping the stitches around the edge of the card. Later, when they are making 
their paper or fabric block, they can create a line of running stitches around the border of the 
quilt or anywhere they choose, tying off and attaching a new piece of thread from the back of 
the block when needed.  
 
Making paper quilt blocks 
When students are ready, they can carefully fold the colored paper and trace or redraw their 
design on it, and cut it out. The cardstock background should be cut to a 9-inch square. Using a 
dry iron on a low setting and on a protected surface, monitor students’ use of the iron for 
carefully pressing the creases from the paper.  
 
Note: Students may choose to carefully stitch the paper design to the paper background instead 
of gluing. Students can carefully glue (with as little glue as possible) the design to the 
background. A good method is to add the tiniest dot of glue at several points around the edge 
of the design. After initial placement on the background, lift and add dots of glue to the 
remaining unglued edges. When dry, students can add decorative stitching. 
 
Making fabric quilt blocks 
Students will be cutting the design from four or eight layers of fabric, which requires pinning the 
paper pattern in place. Have students first practice simply placing a pin in the index card so that 
it won’t fall out; poking the pin through the lined side of the card and then pushing the point 
upwards so that the point comes out on the lined side again. This is a tricky skill to learn as the 
paper (or fabric) needs to be bent a tiny bit to bring the pin out again. After they cut the fabric 
design, it can be ironed and pinned to the fabric background. Students can choose to use a 
running stitch or an overcast stitch to outline the design and attach it to the background. They 
can also overcast the raw edge of the backing fabric. 
 
Extensions 
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Continue an exploration and study of Hawaiian arts and culture by viewing these additional 
segments in the WEST episode:  

●​ Marques Hanalei Marzan is a Hawaiian culture bearer who creates complex traditional 
forms of weaving with natural materials. 

●​ Kawika Lum-Nelmida is an award-winning hulu (feather) artist.  
●​ Learn about a double-hulled voyaging canoe, the Hōkūle’a and its exciting journeys and 

accomplishments. 


