Putting their stamp on the world

When I was a child, my father was a serious stamp collector. He was very particular and made it a point to keep his stamps and equipment out of our reach. In a sense, this hobby took him away from us in time and space, and I think all of his children denigrated it as for us, it was a forbidden thing. 

From afar, however, we would see some of the beautiful colors and shapes and ask him if we could come closer and actually touch them. Interestingly, it was, for the most part, the ones that were the prettiest – the largest and the most interesting in shape, that were of the least value. This further lowered the whole notion of stamps in our eyes. How could the most attractive ones not be the most desired ones?

As I grew up, I still never really understood the drive my father had to collect such a fussy thing as stamps, but stamps became, for me, a way to make a statement about myself as a traveler. I loved moving from place to place and sending letters home, all with the stamps of the local country I was visiting, and imagining my parents getting a little piece of my travels through the simple look of the envelope.

Lately, I have been thinking about stamps from an educator’s point of view and see how much information a simple small piece of paper can hold. Not only can we learn about countries and imagine ourselves traveling to the places from which they come, we can actually see a whole culture by the choices of topic and art countries use in their yearly renewal and creation of stamps. It attracts me as a content area because it feels like a little window into a wonderful world of new languages, new cultures and new knowledge. Through stamps, I hope to broaden my students’ horizons a little bit and perhaps make up for the lack of enthusiasm I felt as a child.

In this world of electronic communication, I think that the whole notion of sending and receiving letters bearing stamps more or less dates me because I imagine that many of my students have not either sent or received many letters. Yet, the world of stamps still holds a lot of promise as a unit for them not so much as users of stamps, but as appreciators of the idea of stamps. I have therefore decided to concentrate on  the cultural branding that stamps provide. That is why I have titled my unit: Putting Their Stamp on the World. By this I mean, that the unit’s emphasis is on how stamps reflect a country’s cultural history and message.

At the same time, students will be exposed to a few issues in stamp collecting including the history of stamps in general and the care of stamps in general – how to start a collection. By the end of the unit, I hope my students will see stamps as an opportunity to use their language to communicate cross-culturally and to see philately as a hobby that promotes understanding of different cultures.

