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 It was a delightful year in the nursery as we formed a community, worked and played 
together, asked big questions, and explored new ideas. Following the model of an emergent 
curriculum, our inquiries developed out of student interests and wonderings. An emergent 
curriculum is described by Susan Stacey (2009) in her text Emergent Curriculum in Early 
Childhood Settings in this way:  

● While framed by the teacher, it is child initiated, allowing for collaborations between 
children and teachers, and giving everyone a voice. 

● It is responsive to the child, thereby allowing teachers to build upon existing interests. 
● In its practice, the teacher takes on the role of facilitator, taking what she sees and hears, 

and bringing to children the opportunity to discover more, dig deeper, and construct 
further knowledge. 

● It is flexible in that curriculum planning, rather than being done well in advance, is 
constantly developing.  Curriculum is dynamic, neither stagnant nor repetitive.  

● It allows children’s learning and teacher’s thinking to be made visible through varied 
forms of documentation. 

● It builds upon the recognized theorists in our field: the work of Dewey, Piaget and 
Vygotsky supports the philosophy of emergent curriculum.  

 
 Our days were structured to allow ample time for independent play, the generator for all 
learning, as well as times to gather together to share stories, play games, and explore ideas in 
greater depth. At the center of our day is inquiry time, in which half of the group explores an 
idea or concept of interest in greater depth, in a focused and hands-on manner, while the other 
half of the group is learning with one of our specialists. During choice time learners discover 
how to become engaged in work and play, and through their experiences, they develop 
self-regulation and discover how they learn best, including choices about whether to work inside 
or outside, for how long, and when to stop to have snack. Reflecting back on the year we lived, it 
is amazing to see the thoughtfulness of the work of these children, the excitement with which 
they pursued discovery, and the many transformations that occurred. 
 
Literacy 
     Our literacy curriculum derives from a collection of best practices in emergent reading and 
writing that are practiced in the context of the emergent curriculum. Our philosophy of literacy 
is rooted in the understanding that engaging, rich and inspiring interactions with others and 
with the surrounding world propel us to listen, speak, read, and write. We aim to provide 
authentic opportunities to use these skills in work and play, and we model multiple ways to do 
so. Our approach to literature invites learners to delight in stories while simultaneously 
developing critical literacy skills.  Children come to recognize their own ability to question the 
texts and authors, and explore intertextual relationships. 
     At the core of our program are daily picturebook read-alouds which create opportunities to 
interpret stories, make predictions and comparisons, immerse ourselves in story language, 
notice the parts of books, and simply fall in love with stories. During read-alouds we practiced 



echo reading, in which students echo the teacher, shared reading, in which they are responsible 
for certain parts of reading, and times to “turn and talk” in which learners pause to talk with a 
peer about an aspect of the text and then share back with the whole group. We explored the 
rhythm and cadence of language through chants and fingerplays, poetry, songs and nursery 
rhymes. One of the learners’ favorite things to do was dramatize texts as we paused the story for 
students to act out different parts while exploring tone and volume, and how to really become a 
character. Over the course of the year, the children began creating their own stories to be acted 
out in the group. It was a delight to have them assign roles and make the stories come to life. As 
we read big books we called the learners’ attention to the directionality of print, the ways that 
punctuation influences reading, and the idea that the length of a word relates to the length of its 
sound.  
    As literacy starts with ourselves, a great deal of letter study happened through exploration of 
our names. Students looked at each others’ names and discovered similar letters, made 
connections between letters and sounds, and many began to recognize and read the names of 
their friends. The understanding that words are made of letters develops through name study, 
and learners were amazed to find the letters from their names inside of other books in our class.  
     Similarly, our explorations of writing also began with the learners’ names. Their names are an 
expression of their identity and a way to mark something as belonging to them; simply writing 
the first letter is an important step. We provided many authentic opportunities to use writing 
including write-alouds, in which the teacher models the thinking that happens while composing; 
shared writing, in which students helped write letters and words in a message; and individual 
writing, in which teachers took dictation, or supported students in writing their own messages. 
Daily opportunities to write and draw were available at the art table, in rest journals, at the 
easels, in booklets, and in clipboards that could go anywhere. Learners were encouraged and 
supported to use writing in their play, and they created many restaurant menus, signs for their 
structures, recipes for mud pies, and movie tickets at play over the course of the year. Children 
learned how to use writing and drawing to represent their experiences. They were also invited to 
create their own unique fictional tales. They were challenged to extend meaning over multiple 
pages, and delighted to share their creations with others. One learner composed a book, The 
Ironman Manual, which we read after rest one day. This book got all of the other learners even 
more excited about writing their own stories. We were inspired by reading from Vera B. 
Williams’ Cherries and Cherry Pits, about a little girl named Bidemmi and the stories she tells. 
At the end of the year the learners gathered all of their writing in a small portfolio, illustrating 
the cover with images of what they thought of as treasure, as their writing and books were their 
treasures.  
 
Math 
     Math is a way of seeing the world, of noticing particular qualities of the things around you 
and trying to make sense of them. We observed many things through this lens, from the number 
of holes in our sugar maple tree from years of tapping, to the depth of the creek after rain that 
needed to be measured, to the number of frogs that visited our pond in a week. Throughout the 
year we practiced a number of math skills to answer authentic questions raised by the learners. 
We practiced counting with one-to-one correspondence to figure out how many children are at 



school and how many steps it took each person to get to circle. We used cubes to represent 
quantities so that we could compare them, as we did when voting to decide which book to read 
or which half group names would be chosen. We developed the understanding that it is 
important to count each object in a group just one time to know the true total. We played many, 
many rounds of Guess My Rule, an attribute game where children and teachers would have to 
figure out what attribute a collection of objects had in common. Math was a fascinating tool for 
comparison, as we compared the heights of dolls, our ages and the numbers of fingers and toes 
we have. Learners were eager to solve problems and explain their reasoning. There was so much 
we could explain about the world using the language of math.  
 
Becoming Friends 
     The start of the year is always a time to get to know each other, to learn the flow of our days at 
school, and to learn how to be a member of a learning community. We started by discussing 
what it means to be a friend and different ways we can take care of each other. The three rules 
we emphasize in the nursery are: take care of yourself, take care of each other, and take care of 
the world. These rules form the basis for understanding how our actions affect others, and 
support children in the development of empathy and caring. We introduced the rule “you can’t 
say you can’t play” inspired by Vivian Gussin Paley’s book of the same name. We talked about 
what it would mean if that were a rule at school, and through conversation, puppet shows, and 
drama, we explored different ways to be inclusive of each other. We also learned how to resolve 
conflicts through conversation, through acknowledging one’s own actions and making apologies 
of action by asking “what can I do to help you feel better?” We developed the language and skills 
that support peacemaking and being generous, as children were never forced to share, but to 
instead be mindful of the needs of others and responsive when someone asks, “May I have a turn 
with that when you’re done?” We read many books about friends, including many of the 
Elephant and Piggie stories by Mo Willems, Help! by Holly Keller, and Ladybug Girl and 
Bumblebee Boy by Jackie Davis and David Soman. The conversations about how to be and have 
friends continued through the year as we practiced taking care of each other, resolving conflicts 
when they arose.  We discovered we could come back from a hard time and feel okay. 
 
A Day in the Nursery 
     Each day begins with morning choice time in the classroom. Children sign in by placing their 
picture on an image of where they will go at dismissal, either the play barn for parent pickup, 
after school, or the van. This offered opportunities for the children to investigate math concepts, 
such as counting with understanding and recognizing "how many" in sets of objects, 
understanding the effects of adding and subtracting whole numbers, and sorting and classifying. 
Questions the children have asked and answered include: “How many people are going home by 
van? How many people are After School today? How many are signed in for Playbarn? How 
many are going to Van and After School?” Nursery children love to help, and one of the 
classroom structures we have that supports this strong desire is classroom jobs. After signing in, 
children check to see if they have a job (we take turns, alternating job days with vacation days), 
and then select the job of their choice. The nursery learners loved to choose their jobs and help 



ring the bell, set out snack, gather rest boxes, put out cots, and fly the bird to different parts of 
the schedule!  
     At 8:50 we have morning circle, where we sing songs, play games, tell stories, share news, and 
greet each other. Morning circle is a chance to come together and talk and explore. Some of our 
favorite games from this year were: Crystal, Crystal, Who has my Crystal?, Police Officer, All the 
Children Were Sleeping, Sleeping Fawn, Bear, Are You Sleeping?, Lost in Space, Hide and Seek, 
Punchinella, and infinite variations on One Potato, Two Potato. We’ve learned Mother Goose 
rhymes, played rhythm sticks, sung too many songs to count. 
      After morning circle, we have choice time for at least an hour, during which children are free 
to move between the classroom and our playground, and snack is available during this time. We 
then clean up and have a whole group read-aloud--usually a story that is connected to our 
inquiry at the time. We then divide into half groups, and half of the children go to one of our five 
specialists for 30 minutes, and the other half stays in the room for inquiry.  Inquiry is a time for 
more focused, in-depth, hands-on exploration of a topic or idea. Then the groups switch. After 
both groups have had inquiry and specialist time, we play outside to build up our appetites, and 
then we have lunch at 12:15 (sometimes a little later, depending on the flow of the day and our 
play). Nursery children will spend anywhere from 10 minutes to a full hour eating, and to ensure 
that everyone has the time they need to eat, we have choices available such as books, puzzles, 
one or two building toys, and outside. At 1:30 we then have rest for approximately 45 minutes. 
During rest children who do not sleep will choose between bringing a selection of books, a box 
with building manipulatives, or journals to use. We believe that it is important for children to 
learn how to entertain themselves quietly, resting the mind which is working so hard all day 
making social connections, negotiating play, and making discoveries. At the conclusion of rest 
we have another read aloud, and then the children help put away their rest things and we play 
outside until the bell rings for dismissal at 2:55. We are always surprised by how rich and 
exciting our days are. It is a joy to be together at school.  

 
Beginning Our Year… 
At the start of the year, we pick something to study that will be open and compelling enough for 
every child to connect to it, and often the study becomes enmeshed in their play, and expanded 
in new directions. From that point on, the curriculum in the nursery is a dance between the 
learners' play and interests, and the teachers' process of observing those interests in play, 
creating ways to respond to them and draw them out further. So, while we pick a starting point, 
the path and the destination are a co-creation of the learners and the teachers. For young 
children especially, but all learners truly, it is essential to begin the curriculum in dialogue with 
the learners themselves: who they are, their interests and questions. So a study of identity is a 
meaningful way to begin the year and begin to form a community. This year, we began our study 
of identity through the lens of our bodies, inquiring into what bodies can do, how we use our 
bodies, what we look like, how we feel, who we are.  
 
Identity, Body and Inquiry 
    Nursery children’s learning is powerful when it stems from their identities, when they see 
themselves in the curriculum and are invited into the curriculum. We began the year with a 



study of identity through the lens of studying our bodies, what they are made of, similarities and 
differences, and what they can do. We began with “noticing conversations”, where we shared 
about what we noticed about our bodies. As we started to talk about human bodies, we were 
excited to see ideas about bodies showing up in play during choice time. Learners pretended to 
be doctors and dentists, football players with injuries, and radiologists. Dramatic play around 
x-rays led us to bring in x-rays for the learners to look at during choice time. They noticed how 
they could see where the bones were broken, and how many bones there were in the hand. 
Children decided to use the x-rays and the light table to make a doctor’s office, gathering 
keyboards, string, and a screen for them to carry out their work, while others were radiologists 
helping football players injured in a game. Through dramatic play children made discoveries 
about bodies, and also drew on what they had learned, using it flexibly in multiple contexts. We 
were so glad to have, in their words, “Doctors of the U.S. Department of Getting People Well.” 
     Through conversation, read alouds, play, and art we considered what bodies are made of and 
how they are structures. We talked about what our bodies are made out of: bones (Felix), brain 
inside your skull (Luca), skin and muscles (Magnolia), blood (Nina), a heart beating faster when 
you run (Jasper). And we thought about how we use our bodies, how the parts fit together, and 
how our bodies look.  We played movement games like body connect, punchinella, and built 
skeleton puzzles. We used Handwriting Without Tears Capital Letters wood pieces to build our 
own faces and hair and tried making different expressions, noticing how we could use our faces 
to show different feelings. At inquiry, we explored what hands can do and used tactile materials 
including clay, floam, play dough, finger paint and moonsand. We sang a variety of songs that 
helped us think about our bodies, including Where is Thumbkin (and pointer and pinkie and 
ring) and Open/Shut Them. 
 
Stories we read as part of our study of bodies:  
 

● Faces by Ken Kreisler and Shelley Rotner 
● Bodies, by Barbara Brenner and George Ancona 
● Head, Body, Legs retold by Won-Ldy Paye and Margaret Lippert 
● Your Skin, by Gilda and Melvin Berger  
● Shades of People, by Shelley Rotner 
● Faces, by Barbara Brenner and George Ancona 
● The Bones You Own, by Becky Baines 
● Bear Feels Sick, by Karma Wilson and Jane Chapman 

 
      As we understood our bodies more, we began to connect our bodies to identity, learning that 
your identity is who you are. Studying names was another way into identity, and we sang many 
rounds of Name, Name, What’s in a Name? as a way to learn each other’s names. We practiced 
rainbow writing with our names, tracing the letters with as many different colors of crayons as 
we could, and then compared our names, looking for similar and different letters. We expanded 
our thinking about identity by reading books about family, including Donald Crews’s 
Bigmamas. We read many books written by Donald, his wife Ann Jonas, and their daughter 
Nina Crews as another way to make families and identity visible. We read It’s Okay to be 



Different by Todd Parr. By noticing, acknowledging and talking about difference together we 
develop language to use to describe difference, and we create spaces for us to talk about our 
identities and get to know each other. 
     Making our identities visible in the classroom, we set about creating life-size body portraits. 
Each nursery child chose a pose, and we traced their body on butcher paper in their pose. To 
prepare to paint we read Color Dance by Ann Jonas, and Mouse Paint by Ellen Stoll Walsh, to 
help us think about how colors “dance” together to make new colors. We examined our skin and 
noticed how we all come in different shades, many similar but also unique. Each child mixed 
paint until he or she felt the color mixed was what they wanted for their skin color, and set about 
covering the bodies in skin! For clothing, hair, faces, and details, children mixed colors in small 
cups, analyzed the newly created colors, compared the shades to the color wheel, and explored 
the effects of adding lighter or darker paint to the blends. In the process the children looked at 
their image in mirrors, considered what type of clothing would feel just right, and revised their 
work over time. When the portraits were completed, each child wrote their name and hung it up 
with the picture. Then, we began studying what we can’t see about each other, and introduced 
Person of the Day, in which a child chose three to five important things which they wanted the 
other nursery children to know about them. The children in the audience asked questions, made 
connections with the person of the day, and these conversations were transcribed and made into 
a book with pictures of the children as babies, and with their families. For the rest of the year, 
this book was treasured by all of the learners, and a sought after choice during book time! 
 
Conference Week 
     During conference week in the fall, children explored color and texture in great depth, 
collecting treasures in nature, and compared, felt, and examined them with and without 
magnifying lenses. Celia and Sue Cooper read stories including Green by Laura Vaccaro Seeger, 
Eating the Alphabet: Fruits and Vegetables from A to Z by Lois Ehlert, and Zero Is the Leaves 
on the Tree by Betsy Franco and Shino Arihara. We explored what happens when you combine 
multiple ingredients in the process of making paper with materials from nature, and making 
soup with a multitude of vegetables. Inspired by the book Color Dance by Ann Jonas, we 
borrowed soft and colorful scarves from Diego to try our own dance.  
 
Animals and Veterinarians, and Animal Helpers 
    Inspired by all our play around human bodies and doctors, we saw a great deal of animal play, 
especially around the theme of puppies and kitties, so we introduced the concept of 
veterinarians. Learners gathered pillows, and used tweezers, magnifying glasses, flashlights, 
squeeze bottles, stethoscopes and syringes to examine each other. Pets described how they got 
injured. Paper towels, construction paper and tape became casts for broken bones. Children 
moved fluidly between acting as doctors and being patients. Two books that contributed 
significantly to our study were Let’s Meet a Veterinarian by Gina Bellisario, and A Day in the 
Life of a Veterinarian by Heather Adamson. We introduced clipboards with the outlines of dogs 
and cats for learners to use to record their animals’ symptoms. Children took on different roles, 
and explored different problems animals might have as well as possible treatments. 



     Reflecting on the play and stories coming from our learners we saw a deep interest in helping 
and being helped. In the nursery there is also a perpetual interest in heroes, rescuing, and 
community helpers. We wondered together what types of books and stories, props and 
provocations we might offer to help expand and stretch this interest. Recalling recent stories the 
children had made about firedogs and police dogs, such as Declan’s training to be a firedog, we 
were inspired to bring animals and helping together.  
 
We gathered this collection of stories about animal heroes and helpers, as well as winter scenes 
that reflected the world around us, and these are the stories that were told, retold, transformed 
and revised in our dramatic play at inquiry and beyond. 
 

● Dolores and the Big Fire, by Andrew Clements, 
● Little Dog Lost, by Mônica Carnesi 
● Officer Buckle and Gloria, by Peggy Rathman 
● John Muir and Stickeen: An Alaskan Adventure, by Elizabeth Koehler-Pentacoff and 

Karl Swanson 
● Library Lion, by Michelle Knudsen and Kevin Hawkes 
● The Incredible Life of Balto, by Meghan McCarthy 
● The Bravest Dog Ever: The True Story of Balto, by Natalie Standiford 
● Welcome to the Ice House, by Jane Yolen 
● Katy and the Big Snow, by Virginia Lee Burton 

 
Using pieces of paper scattered on the floor to represent pieces of ice in the Baltic Sea, and large 
hollow block structures to act as our boat, we acted out and expanded the story of Baltic from 
Little Dog Lost many times. Rescuers made telescopes of paper, rescue ropes with elastic string, 
rescue nets with string and cardboard beautiful materials, used fabric pieces as blankets to dry 
the dogs off, and used blocks and old telephones as ship radios. Children became dogs, coyotes 
and cats stuck on and under the ice, rescuers and veterinarians, caring for the rescued animal on 
our block ships.  
    Our learners used blocks and other props to represent campsites and glaciers inspired by the 
story of Stickeen. Fabric, paper, and tape served as bandages for any injuries from the ice. The 
children jumped over a crevasse and threw ropes out to sea to retell the challenges of these 
characters. 
 
     We also filled our sensory table with play snow and woodland creatures, for children to 
explore more animal stories and create their own. One day children made a snowy village and 
forts and gathered trucks to help plow the snow, inspired by Katy and the Big Snow. Merging 
props with imagination and topics and tales of interest, the children engaged in constructing a 
setting, assigning roles, and creating stories with lively dialogue and events.  
     The snowy, cold setting of many of our stories reflected the snowy days we were seeing in our 
own corner of the woods. One morning, Avea arrived at school and shared a question she asked 
while walking with her mom up the freshly salted path: Why does salt melt snow and ice? We set 
out to conduct hands on experiments that would engage children in using salt to melt ice and 



observe the changes that occurred. We added liquid watercolor with pipettes to highlight the 
holes, caves, ravines, crevasses, and tunnels that form in the ice after the salt is sprinkled on it. 
Children made plans for their work the next day, including plans to add “100 pounds more salt” 
and more colors to our work. We also loved reading winter tales, including Sleep, Big Bear, 
Sleep! By Maureen Wright and Will Hillenbrand. 
  
Blastoff and Liftoff Mean the Same Thing (Nina) 
     Suddenly, in February, we began to see children transforming blocks and boxes and other 
loose parts into rocket ships, satellites, and other vehicles for space exploration. They ventured 
to space in search of aliens, black holes, and faraway galaxies and used beautiful materials to 
make their outfits and equipment. It really is thrilling when a new thread of inquiry arises in the 
children’s play. Our collective focus shifts, and we begin to find our own pathways into the 
subject and layers upon layers of questions to ask.  
      In the text Emergent Curriculum in the Primary Classroom (2008), Carol Ann Wien 
beautifully captures the challenging and exhilarating process of creating curriculum in this way. 
She says, “The term emergent curriculum thus captures a seeming paradox: an intentional 
course is implied by the word curriculum, derived from the Latin currere, meaning to run a 
course or make one’s way around a known route. But, paradoxically, the course of this 
curriculum is not known at the outset. It is emergent — that is, its trajectory develops as a 
consequence of the logic of the problem, the particular connections that develop as participants 
bring their own genuine responses to the topic and collaboratively create the course to follow out 
of these multiple connections (p.5-6).  
    And so, enthusiastically following the lead of the nursery children, we launched into a study of 
outer space. To enter in a hands-on way, we wondered, “What would it be like if this space in our 
classroom was the moon?” and offered learners a variety of building materials to engage them in 
exploring the question. Learners suggested that there might be ships and astronauts, thought 
about ways we could make craters, and as soon as our meeting was done, began work.  This was 
work that they sustained for the whole week, Toby and Nina building a “rocket train that 
slingshots into space,” Luca and Tano making the “Thunder X Mark” satellite, Ella and Yaz 
constructing a spaceship with two seats, and others collaborating on a spaceship with many 
observation windows and binoculars.  
     During this study we read a broad collection of fiction and non-fiction texts about space, 
seeking to create a sense of imaginative playfulness balanced with the sheer delight and sense of 
power in learning “real, true” things. Informational texts create openings for children to share 
what they already know and interesting information to propel them to ask further questions and 
dive deeper. In Exploring Informational Texts: From Theory to Practice(2003), Brenda Parkes 
states that informational texts, “enable all children to draw on their personal knowledge and 
experience together with their curiosity about the world to raise questions, make comments, and 
contribute to discussions” (p.20).  She explains that early experience with informational texts 
“builds a foundation for lifelong learning and an understanding that reading is meaningful and 
purposeful. It generates further purposes for reading, extending how, what, and why children 
read” (p.20).  
 



Some of the texts we read included: 
● Mooncake, Happy Birthday Moon, Moonbear, Moon Dance, Bear Shadow, Moongame, 

Moonbear’s Dream, by Frank Asch 
● Architect of the Moon, by Tim Wynne-Jones 
● Hush Little Alien, by Daniel Kirk 
● A Trip into Space, by Lori Haskins Houran 
● The Way Back Home, by Oliver Jeffers 
● Elliot Jones, Midnight Superhero, by Anne Cottringer,  
● Owl Moon, by Jane Yolen 
● Moustronaut, and Mousetronaut Goes to Mars, by Astronaut Mark Kelly 
● Star Shapes, by I. and J. L. Butterworth 
● National Geographic Kids First Book of Space, by Catherine D. Hughes 
● My First Book of Space, by Robert A. Bell 
● Destination Space, by Seymour Simon 
● The Universe, by Seymour Simon 
● Astronaut Handbook, by Meghan McCarthy 
● Space, by Mary Pope Osborne and Will Osborne 
● Every Planet Has a Place, by Becky Baines. 

 
     In conversation we heard new questions about space popping up. For example, in the middle 
of circle Nina raised her hand and said “Does the sun spin too?” The spontaneous emergence of 
questions was a signal that we were on the right track, that this was an exploration that was of 
genuine and enduring interest to the children. Honoring the idea of the Hundred Languages of 
Children, shared by Loris Malaguzzi, one of the founders of the infant and child centers in 
Reggio Emilia, we sought to offer multiple ways for children to investigate their questions, 
represent their understandings, reflect on their learnings, and propel themselves forward in 
dialogue with and through texts, materials, songs, stories, art, game play, dramatic play, and 
each other. We sang Aiken Drum many times, and his eyes were made of olives! We played the 
game “Blastoff” in which different circles on the floor represent different planets! Together we 
decided what planet to visit, counted down from 10 to 1, and blasted off together, making room 
for everyone to put one foot on the new planet. We made moons with art materials after asking, 
“What does our moon need?” Our ideas were: silver, gold, yellow, shiny, craters, rocks, 
astronauts, moon dirt, something in the middle of it. We directed our inquiry by starting with 
the nursery children’s questions about what they would like to learn about space. There were 
many questions about what the moon is like, why Saturn’s rings are made of ice, and the sun. 
We began to represent what we were learning about space by creating space scapes, first with oil 
pastel and watercolor, and then with chalk and beautiful materials. Using what we learned about 
our solar system, we painted planets and transformed our ceiling into outer space. We learned 
about many different types of space crafts, and using beautiful materials, each child built a 
rocket ship, spaceship, probe, or satellite.  
     During conference week with Celia and our science specialist, Kate Shapero, the exploration 
of space continued  with a focus on sunlight, constellations, planets, stories of the night sky, 
signs of diurnal and nocturnal wildlife, and comparisons of Earth rocks with lunar rocks and 



meteorites. They read stories including: Sun by Steve Tomecek, Dreams by Ezra Jack Keats, 
There Was Once A Sky Full of Stars by Bob Crelin and Amie Zine, Star Shapes by Peter Malone, 
and Moon Rope by Lois Ehlert. We experimented with Suminagashi printmaking, a technique 
used by Ezra Jack Keats in Dreams. Suminagashi translates as "spilled ink."  
Our learners compared images of nebulae recorded by the Hubble space telescope with 
Suminagashi images of the marbled night sky. They would call out "Suminagashi" whenever 
they spotted marbled patterns throughout the picturebook. Making a variety of hole-punched 
cutouts through construction paper invited our learners to investigate the relationship of 
sunlight with starlight. We tried gravity dancing, where we showed how our bodies might move 
on planets with hardly any gravity and on those with more gravity. We visited the Monkeyland 
Creek to search for assorted pebbles to mold into a conglomerate of igneous "moon rock."We 
sorted our collection of pebbles and rocks by attributes such as size, color, and texture.  
 
And… Back to Animals! 
     Connecting our work and play around space and the night sky to our previous study of 
animals, we decided to learn about nocturnal animals as well as animals that traveled to space. 
We began by reading Little Owl’s Night, by Divya Srinivasan, and the children noticed, “every 
page is night because it is dark” (Nina), and because “there’s the moon” (Charlie). We 
introduced the terms nocturnal and diurnal to talk about the animals in the book, and at inquiry 
we began to build a forest with tree blocks and take our animals on nighttime adventures. The 
text Nocturnal Animals, by Kelli L. Hicks, helped us answer the question “why are animals 
nocturnal?” Soon after our return from spring vacation, we visited the Wagner Free Institute of 
Science in Philadelphia for their program on daytime and nighttime animals. The space was 
incredible, filled with all kinds of interesting specimens, skeletons, rocks and minerals, and we 
probably could have stayed all day. We touched and looked at specimens of nocturnal and 
diurnal animals and went on a scavenger hunt throughout the whole museum in search of many 
different animals in the cases.  
    Our trip inspired deeper conversations about which animals are nocturnal and why, and led 
us into many nocturnal and diurnal animal games and stories. We sang one of our favorite 
songs, I Was Lying in My Sleeping Bag, but this time we pretended to hear nocturnal animals in 
the middle of the night. We played All the Children Were Sleeping, and when they wake up, they 
transformed into different nocturnal animals. We used the Nocturnal Animals set of books by 
Angelique Johnson about owls, porcupines, hedgehogs, bats, foxes, fireflies, raccoons, opossums 
to inspire our acting as we responded to predators, searched for prey, and imagined our 
habitats. We also played the game "What am I?" where one child becomes a nocturnal or diurnal 
animal and the other children ask questions to try and figure out what the animal might be. We 
read a broad collection of fiction and non-fiction texts to learn about nocturnal animals and 
nighttime, as well as our favorite space dogs, Laika, Belka and Strelka… 
 

● Little Owl’s Night, by Divya Srinivasan 
● Little Owl’s Day, by Divya Srinivasan 
● Don’t Let the Pigeon Stay Up Late, by Mo Willems,  
● Papa, Get the Moon for Me, by Eric Carle 



● At Night, by Jonathan Bean 
● The Cat at Night, by Dahlov Ipcar 
● It’s a Secret, by John Burningham 
● Stellaluna, by Janell Cannon 
● Owly, by Mike Thaler  
● The Barn Owls,  by Tony Johnston and Deborah Kogan Ray 
● Night Gliders, by Joanne Ryder and Melissa Bay Mathis 
● Pupniks: The Story of Two Space Dogs, by S. Ruth Lubka 
● Laika: Astronaut Dog, by Owen Davey 
● The Mouse Who Ate the Moon, by Petr Horacek 
● Owl Babies, by Martin Waddell 
● The Cat at Night, by Dahlov Ipcar 
● A Book of Sleep,  by Il Sung Na 
● Close Your Eyes and  
● Fox, by Kate Banks and Georg Hallensleben 

 
Night Party and Helping in our Community 
     To celebrate our work and learning this year, especially around space and nighttime, we held 
a night party in the nursery. Each learner gathered their artwork and created a portfolio to 
share, made covers and end-pages for their journal, and created a special sleeve for their writing 
portfolio with illustrations of their vision of treasure, because their writing is treasure. The 
children hoped we would eat fruit because fruit bats would like it (and marshmallows because 
we like them).  And though we didn’t see any bats on the night of the party, we loved sharing our 
work and star jars with families, exploring Miquon at dusk, and wearing costumes and pajamas 
while listening to the nursery’s version of the book And if the Moon Could Talk, inspired by Kate 
Banks and Georg Hallensleben’s book of the same title. A few weeks later, the nursery children 
created an original space story, in which a group of astronauts find Laika’s lost ship, rescue her, 
and bring her back to earth. They created their own costumes and acted the story out at a school 
assembly, and then illustrated it and transformed it into a book. We promised to keep a copy in 
the nursery, so please stop by and read it!  
     Just before the end of school, a few children asked if we could get out the stethoscopes, shots, 
bottles, and bandages we had used when we were playing animal rescue and veterinarian earlier 
in the year. We gladly got the materials out, and this time offered them with stuffies of woodland 
animals and birds. Celia taught all of us about the Schuylkill Center Wildlife Rehabilitation 
Clinic, and how they help take care of wild animals. To learn more we read Baby Owl’s Rescue 
by Jennifer Keats Curtis and Laura Jacques, The Bat in the Boot by Annie Cannon, Martha by 
Gennady Spirin, Lucky Ducklings by Eva Moore, Animal Helpers: Wildlife Rehabilitators by 
Jennifer Keats Curtis, and How to Heal a Broken Wing by Bob Graham. These stories led us to 
new dramatic play around themes of rescue and care, and the children connected with one 
another empathically. We discovered that the Wildlife Rehabilitation center needed towels, 
paper towels, receiving blankets, and other materials to help the animals, and the nursery 
children and their families helped gather many wonderful needed supplies for the center. The 
very last week of school we took a field trip to the SCWRC and brought the donations, met their 



goats, and got to see a group of baby opossums being cared for by the wildlife rehabilitators. 
Until the very last day of school we played around themes of rescue, and the learners 
enthusiastically reflected on the way they were able to help animals. 
  
We are so proud of the ways that dramatic play propelled our learning this year, of the rich 
collection of fiction and non-fiction texts that spurred our learning and transformed our play 
and writing, and by the community of learners that developed and the care they demonstrated 
for each other. 
 

 
 


