
 A sample ‘symbol letter’ 
and instructions on how to 
make your own before the 
session

 Family Symbol Cards

 Mini Family Symbol Cards

 Example Family Tree

 Blank Family Tree sheet

 An A4 sheet of white paper, 
a glue stick and a pen

15–20 minutes

MY FAMILY TREE

As an introduction, talk to your child about picture ‘writing’. 

• Explain that long ago in some places, like Egypt, before people could write using words and letters as we do 
today, people were already able to send each other messages. Ask if the children can guess how they did this 
(there were no phones, mobiles, computers back then …). Explain that the people wrote to each other using 
special drawings – symbols. Tell your child that they are going to learn how to do this.

• Explain that often, when we write to people, we want to tell them about ourselves; about our family; about 
where we live; about what we like to do. Explain that you are going to show them a ‘symbol letter’ about 
yourself.

Show your child your prepared symbol letter, and talk to them about what the drawings are and why you chose 
to include them in your symbol letter. Emphasise that your letter has no words in it, only pictures. However, you 
are able to tell them quite a lot about you with your simple drawings.

Ask your child to write a symbol letter to you: they can use 5 or 6 simple drawings to tell you about themselves, 
their favourite things and things to do, and anything else significant in their life.

End this part of the session by telling your child that you have an important secret to share with them:

The ancient Egyptians used similar drawings to tell others about their lives. But they did something very clever. 
To make sure that everyone would be able to understand the symbol letters, everyone agreed to follow some 
special drawing rules. They agreed that they would all draw the same symbols the same way, to mean the same 
things. That way everyone could be sure about what the letters meant.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

To develop the ability to use substitute shapes to represent people or objects
and convey information
To develop the ability to construct and understand a family tree
To develop the ability to understand the social naming system – first names 
and family names (surnames)
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You could explore the concept of pictures representing and conveying information further by 
looking at the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics with your child from a book or from the internet.
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Play ‘Who is this?’ with the Family Symbol Cards:

Representations and meaning: The pictures with heart symbols are mother, father, son, daughter, grandfather and grandmother. The heart symbol 
represents relationship – they are all members of the heart family. The walking stick is to differentiate between older and younger adults, the size 
difference is to differentiate adults from children, and the male and female symbols (with the inverted triangles) are as shown in YMW Session 4. 

Show your child a picture from the set of Family Symbol Cards, one picture at a time, and ask: Who is this? Use questions to prompt them. 

Is the figure: Big or small? Wearing a shirt or a dress? Carrying a walking stick or not? Wearing a heart symbol or not? What do you think this symbol 
means?

Talk to your child about what the symbols represent, as necessary, and repeat the game with the different pictures until you are confident that your 
child can interpret the symbols correctly, according to the representations above.

Play ‘Family Tree’:

Show your child the example of a family tree (the Smith family tree) and explain it to them. 

Then place the Mini Family Symbol Cards on the table and give your child their own blank Family Tree sheet. Tell them that this is going to be their 
family tree. It will show how all the members of the family are connected. 

First, your child needs to put their family name (surname) in the triangle on their sheet. Talk to them about their family name (or family names, 
depending on your culture) and write it in the triangle for them.

Then ask your child to choose a card for each person in the family and lay out the cards in the correct place on their Family Tree sheet. Help them as 
necessary. When they have finished placing the cards, ask your child to tell you the names of each person on the family tree and explain who they 
are. Write down the names that they give you in the appropriate places. Help your child to glue the Mini Family Symbol Cards onto their sheet and 
then display the family tree in your home.

MY FAMILY TREE – continued

Your child can substitute symbols for real objects. 
Your child can say what the drawings on your symbol letter mean. 
Your child can make and explain their family tree.
Your child can tell you their family name(s)/surname(s).
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Prepare a ‘symbol letter’ to tell someone else about yourself on a white A4 sheet before starting the session. Using only symbols/pictures, draw 5 or 
6 significant things about your life, making sure you include some things specific to you that would be different from your child’s symbol letter.

An example of a symbol letter is shown below to give you an idea of what to do. 

In this example, the arrow points to the person doing this symbol letter. The picture of a person swimming is because the person likes swimming. The large 
figure is the person’s husband.  The small figure is the person’s son. There is a picture of a small ball next to him as he likes playing with a ball. The medium-
sized figure is the person’s daughter – she likes flowers and walking in the forest. The person used to have a cat. The person likes driving their car. 

DON’T show this to your child – it is only given as an example. They should only see your symbol letter.
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Cut out each Family Symbol card separately.
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Cut out each Family Symbol card separately.
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Cut out each Family Symbol card separately.
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Cut out each Mini Family Symbol card that you will need (we have included plenty so you can tailor the activity easily to your family).
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MY FAMILY TREE
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