
 

Day of the Dead 

How to Make a Day of the Dead Altar 
 
As a class decide who will be honored for the altar. It could be a historical 
figure, community leader or loved ones who have died. Have the table and 
basic structure ready for your students.  
 
1. At the center of the altar is a photograph of the loved one to whom the 
altar is dedicated. It is decorated with mementos that reflect the individual. 
 
2. It is customary to prepare a feast of foods that the spirits will enjoy. 
Tamales, mole, pan de muerto, and seasonal fruits are traditionally used, 
as well as foods that were favorites of the deceased. You can have the 
kids draw pictures of the food, make clay replicas or photographs.  
 
3. Marigold Flowers (Zempasúchitl). In addition, yellow and orange 
marigolds are lavished upon the altar. Marigolds are used because of their 
abundance and their robust aroma. Orange and/or yellow tissue paper 
flowers may be used. 
 
4. Sugar skulls and calacas (skeletons). The presence of whimsical 
calacas offer those in the physical world something tangible that captures 
the spirit of the loved one. 
 
5. Fire is represented by a candle: Each candle represents a soul. An extra 
one is placed for the forgotten soul. Candles light the way for ancestors 
who have passed away to find their way to the ofrendas on the alter. 
Electric candles may be used. 
 
6. Water is placed in a container for the soul to quench its thirst after the 
long journey to the altar. 
 

7. Earth is represented by crop. The souls are fed by the aroma of food. 
 

8. Wind is represented by a moving object: Tissue paper is used. 
 

9. Bright cloth and/or zarape is used to cover the base of the altar. It is 
recommended to use various heights created with books or boxes. Make it 
sturdy enough to hold up the ofrendas.  
 

10. Decorate the alter with flower petals, papel picado, flowers made of 
tissue paper, fruit, lights, skeletons, traditional items from Mexico. 
 

11. Other items such as paper cut outs, and personal effects of the  
honoree are added to personalize the altar. 
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Items for Altar… 

*Table 

*Books &/or stands    

for height and 

dimention 

*Location in 

class/school-Can you 

use the wall as alter 

space? 

*Cloth or Zarape 

*Water 

*Salt 

*Photograph(s) 

*Food 

*Zempasuchitl 

*Sugar Skull 

*Candles 

*Papel Picado 

*Personal items from 

representing the one 

who has died.  

 

 

 

 


