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“Curiosity is, in great and generous minds, the first passion and the last.” - Samuel 
Johnson 
 

The Group 
 

 This group of fifth graders, six boys and nine girls (until Isaac’s sabbatical 
departure in January) is notable for its energy, its willingness to speak up and advocate 
for ideas, and most of all for its intellectual curiosity. Each child has personal opinions 
and preferences to be sure, but everyone seems to begin the day with an assumption 
that the world is an interesting place and that jumping right into it is the way to go. What 
a lovely treat to work so closely with such engaged people!  
 At the very top of our list of goals for students as they rise through their years at 
Miquon, is that they grow to be confident, inclusive, kind people. We value honesty, 
trust, and respect, and know that these things are first and foremost learned at home. 
We also know that the structure of our time, the topics we choose to include, and the 
direct lessons related to these qualities - the planned and especially the impromptu - 
speak loudly to young people. Our first trip, in fact, was a team-building day, not an 
academic one.  

We do not assume conflict will never occur. We expect it, in fact. We also expect 
children to take responsibility for their actions and to extend a generous and forgiving 
spirit to others, and we try to consciously model the same.  Our motto has been “create 
and adjust’ - make a system or a plan, move forward, and then listen to the feelings and 
thoughts of those affected and adjust as necessary. We are convinced that this kind of 
flexibility is important in avoiding unnecessary conflict and in resolving problems when 
they do occur. 

The group self-segregated by gender fairly often at lunch, though we were 
frequently joined by what felt like every one of the sixth grade boys! Our relatively small 
group of boys missed Isaac, in particular, when he left with his family to spend six 
months traveling, though we stayed in loose contact and welcome him back! Often, 
cross gender partnerships were the most effective work combinations.  

As we prepared for our end of year trip, I was struck by the children’s braveness 
and clarity as they spoke to one another about how important it is to them to feel 
personally included.They were articulate about the fact that their responsibility to one 
another goes beyond saying “yes” to a request for inclusion, and instead means that 
each person must be on the lookout for opportunities to extend invitations.   

We use a “balance response” process in our group to foster this type of 
communication. Balanced responses are feedback that include specific points of 
agreement, or positive feedback, given before a specific suggestion, or “how to.” 
Learning to speak to one another in such a balanced, constructive way is and will 
always be a work in progress. As the year went along, we witnessed and overheard 



many instances in which children spoke to us, and independently to each other, in just 
that way. 

We also explicitly support children’s growth and development with conversation 
and lessons about personal development. This spring, we focused on life stages, and 
the fact that growth and change occurs in one’s intellectual, physical, and 
emotional/social person all through life. We then looked at the ways in which sexuality 
crosses all of those spheres of development, and most closely at the physical, social, 
emotional and cognitive changes near puberty -  the developmental milestone most 
relevant to the group at this moment in life. 
 Our buddy relationship with the Nursery class is special to all of us, and included 
time spent reading, playing, a huge block party, a couple of lunch-time picnics, and 
some special treats, as well as keeping each other company during assemblies. We 
also dipped candles together in December.  
 The group was responsible for the school’s pizza sales, and through these sales 
raised enough money to finance our trip to French Creek State Park in December and 
the one to Hyde Park, Storm King Art Center, Pioneer Tunnel Coal Mine, and Knoebels 
in May. This responsibility gives them the chance to create and adjust a system, work 
closely with a partner, attend to customer needs and feedback, and learn accountability. 
Counting money and recording and filling orders is also a fairly kind way to learn the 
value of precision thinking. 

We extend this expectation of responsibility through our classroom job system as 
well. The group created a job rotation for the year, then adjusted it as necessary. For 
us, this includes the preparation and cleanup of daily snack in addition to a number of 
classroom clean-up jobs. Since we are responsible to the school as a whole also, once 
a week, five volunteers from within the group gathered all the recyclables from the office 
building and hauled them to the recycling dumpster. This job was never assigned, and it 
was great to see a reasonable and fair system emerge from the children themselves 
over the year. As noted in the mathematical thinking section, we also spearheaded the 
school’s Unicef campaign by organizing an assembly, distributing and collecting 
materials, and calculating the donations. 

Of course, the biggest hands-on job of all was the planning of our two overnight 
trips. The practical aspects of these trips - the food, accommodations, travel - always 
loom largest in the minds of the children, perhaps because they are so excited to have a 
direct hand in what is typically an adult sphere of responsibility. No trip can possibly live 
up to the excited anticipation generated - yet as the group generated  balanced 
responses to each event, it was clear that both were big successes. 
 

 

Life Skills and Personal Projects 
 

 We are always on the lookout for as many ways as possible to put the child in the 
driver’s seat of his or her education. For example, children are given homework books 
and asked to keep track of assignments over two day to one week periods regularly, 
sometimes longer. The extent of an assignment is often negotiated with the children, 
and the solution is not always the same for each individual. Children volunteer to do 
extra work to prepare to lead a discussion or to write a thank you note on behalf of the 



class. We seek avenues for each person to have a strong, authentic voice within the 
program. Two of the most important examples of this are the Life Skills 101 Project and 
Personal Project. 
 Life Skills 101 is an opportunity for growth in skills which will also serve the 
needs and interests of the family. These practical skills are needed in the classroom as 
well, and they are central to children’s ability to function independently in the world. 
Appropriately, project choices varied, and included activities like cooking, shopping, and 
organizing. The kids were very interested in each other’s progress and generally 
accepting of the varying levels of skill and development. 

Personal Projects, which become the homework for the month of May, invite 
children to use this time to develop in an area of personal interest. This year, young 
people studied languages, started businesses, created websites and films, researched 
careers, developed statistical systems, trained and cared for pets, designed products, 
crafted beautiful objects by hand, etc. What an impressively hard-working crew! 
Presentations in the last full week of school were a great way to bring the year to a 
close, and potent demonstration of the growth of every child. 
 

Mathematical Thinking 
 

 The mathematics curriculum is built upon the goals outlined by Focal Points, 
issued by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM). These goals direct 
the areas of focus for fifth grade students.  Where children need more development in 
prior areas of focus, or already demonstrate mastery in the areas listed for fifth grade, I 
respond accordingly, and look to guidelines for fourth through seventh grade for 
guidance. Our primary resource this year was the Singapore Math program, “Math in 
Focus,” which is especially valuable for its focus on creating visual models (bar models) 
for problem solving. I used a number of other resources, print and online, and many of 
the children were particularly engaged by Sumdog, an online math program which 
invites children to play interesting games while adjusting the challenge level fluidly, 
based on demonstrated strengths and areas in need of development.  
 The children worked mathematically in half groups at least twice each week, and 
often more, in order to maximize the amount of individual attention available. At times, 
we broke those groups into even smaller sub-groups for the same reason. In these 
groups, we all worked on deepening our understanding of place value, multiplication 
and division algorithms, multiplying and dividing by powers of 10, as well as estimation. 
We also focused on properties of triangles and on the area of triangles (as compared to 
rectangles). Finally, we turned our full attention to the addition and subtraction of 
fractions, working with improper fractions as well as mixed numbers, and seeing the 
deep connection between fractions and division. Some students also worked on the 
order of operations, divisibility tests, prime factorization, hands-on manipulation of 
equations, and an understanding of ratios. Emphasis is on real world application and 
visual methods of problem solving for all of these topics. 
 In whole group situations or flexible half groups, we took on a number of math-
related projects or studies. The first was the Million Dollar Project, in which each child 
designed a project that would a) help the world or a community within it in some tangible 
way and 2) cost a million dollars. This was our first project of the fall, and proved to be 



an organizational challenge for several children as well as a concrete lesson in place 
value and the meaning of a million. A paper folding exercise/graph became the key for 
tracking how close to a million dollars a child had managed to come. A lot of internet 
research, frequent individual conferences, and tremendous amounts of experience with 
estimation led finally to Million Dollar Project presentations. Even at the end of the year, 
these projects come up in conversation and are described as “hard” and “fun” - often by 
the same person. 
 We also took some time in the fall to take advantage of the mathematical 
opportunities available through our leadership in the Trick or Treat for Unicef campaign, 
and we strategized the counting of coins as well as the tabulation of totals. It was a 
great group organization task as well as a mathematical review for many. Similar real-
life handling of data was necessary when we turned our attention to the pizza sales, and 
figured out what our profits were - not just on entire sales, but per item.  This was a 
great practical application of multiplication and division skills, and we included 
multiplication and division with decimals. 
 In late winter, as we headed toward our study of the Great Depression, we 
started a board game called, Executive Decision. For the purpose of this game, pairs of 
young people created a company identity and imagined their product, and then for 
twelve months (or rounds of the game), each company bid for and bought raw material 
(very fine, fine, or standard) and also sold its manufactured goods (Grade A, B or C) for 
the price the market would bear. The game was such a hit that we played all twelve 
rounds, which took four or five sessions. What a fabulously deep lesson about supply 
and demand and the basics of economics! It was a vital component when we turned our 
attention to the 1929 collapse of the stock market, the collapse of wheat prices, and the 
effects of low wages on an entire economy. As each half group developed its own data 
chart, it was interesting to see how their patterns differed, and company teams learned 
that if they studied the data, they were able to improve their strategies for buying and for 
selling - sometimes dramatically. This kind of real life mathematics is just what we have 
in mind when we take volunteers from the group to the bank to track our pizza sale 
money, also. 
 This spring, we turned attention back to geometrical concepts and used hands-
on materials to explore volume as well as area, especially as it applies to rectangular 
prisms. Using cubes and graph paper, we switched between two and three dimensional 
models to understand the meaning of cubed units. We built a cubic foot, a cubic yard, 
and a cubic meter and discovered how many times the cubic foot would fit into the cubic 
yard, and how many cubic centimeters would fit into each of the larger cubes. 
 

Language and Literature 
 

Reading, writing, speaking and listening are all important foci in our work 
together. To these we add the component of visual literacy (understanding and 
communicating in images, be it graphic novels, cartoons, photographs or using images 
in note-taking). All aspects of language learning are found in abundance across 
academic disciplines. For example, much effort has been expended on reading during 
mathematical activities - reading directions, reading definitions and problem parameters 
closely. We also listen to each other closely and take notes as multiple students stand 



in front of the group and present alternative approaches to solving problems. I am very 
excited to see that the children take notes about the thinking of their peers eagerly and 
typically without any prompting from me! 
 From the very beginning of the year, the children were asked to read 
independently every day. The choice of material could be very varied - fiction or 
nonfiction, sports or other magazine, fantasy or how-to manuals. Most important is a 
steady diet of reading, preferably at a high level of interest, so that every child knows 
reading as a close friend and sure ally. To support this expectation, children set up 
online reading journals. In the first half of the year, the children were asked to write a set 
number of journal entries per week; the focus of the entries was left to them. Mid-year, 
the journals were revised and included a daily recording of the material read, as well as 
a longer entry once a week, the focus of which was chosen by the children from a list of 
prompts. 
 We work to develop in every child the ability to speak and perform in front of a 
group convincingly and comfortably. Routine moments such as our weekly check-ins 
allow each person to speak about recent or upcoming life events to the whole group. 
After a while, we raised the bar by asking each person to summarize in 30 seconds or 
less, which necessitated the separation of main ideas from details, while inviting the 
sharing of key (and often funny or poignant) stories. Later in the year, we had a few 3, 4 
or 6 word check-ins. It takes most children in the group longer to consider those, and 
they can be surprisingly provocative and spark later conversation. Each young person 
also had multiple opportunities to stand before the group and offer a presentation. 
These ranged from the fairly formal to informal, and provided chances to grow as 
attentive audience members as well as speakers. 
  

Storytime 

 Three or four times each week, we gather in the breakout room - some have 
sketchbooks or small materials to manipulate, others just curl up with a pillow - and I 
read aloud to the group. These sessions are the cornerstone to our literature work 
together, and often tie to other themes in our curriculum. This year we read four books: 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll, Swallows and Amazons by Arthur 
Ransome, Cheaper by the Dozen by Frank Gilbreth, Jr. and Ernestine Gilbreth Carey, 
and Growing Up in Coal Country by Susan Campbell Bartoletti.  Each of the four books, 
though different in genre, spoke powerfully to our theme, play and work within the 
context of childhood. Alice provided a closer look at a story that many of the children 
were familiar with on some level, typically through movies or other cultural references. 
There are many, many publications of the story available, and we read from one 
beautifully illustrated by Robert Ingpen. We also kept an annotated copy close at hand, 
and when questions arose about the origin or meaning of a phrase - and they arose 
often - we turned to the annotated version for answers. As teachers, Jeri and I refrain 
from deciding which questions “should” be asked, and allow them to come naturally 
from the group. In my experience, although points might be missed here and there, this 
encourages inquisitiveness and pays off in attention to answers, especially when the 
answers are complex. Of course, even the teachers are unclear sometimes, and we are 
perfectly able to raise questions of our own as participants in storytime. Though there 
are multiple levels on which Alice might be interpreted, we stayed close to Lewis 



Carroll’s telling of a surreal fantasy to children, one that invites raucous play with words 
and ideas. 
 Swallow and Amazons may be unfamiliar to many contemporary American 
readers, but it too is a classic from Britain, written by a man whose global following was 
and is huge. This Ransome tale (the first of a series of twelve) is rich with description 
and the English of nearly a century ago, and chock-full of nautical vocabulary, a story 
inspired by Ransome’s own childhood summers in England’s Lake District. This book 
presented a particular opportunity to develop our “New Friends” - the list of words kept 
by us as a group (and by children individually) which we have encountered and begun 
to know, and wish to get to know a bit further.  Eventually, this evolved into a trip to the 
Philadelphia Wooden Boat Factory. While seeing boats in the process of construction 
was not as satisfying as sailing them might have been, we were at least able to get a 
more concrete idea of the objects we were meeting in the story. The children (and good-
natured adults) in the story are absolutely immersed in their dramatic play. It is the work 
of their summer vacation, and this story vividly shows that more is learned in this kind of 
play than in any other way through childhood. 
 I believe most of the group would name Cheaper by the Dozen as their favorite 
read aloud this year. My sympathy to anyone who knows this wonderful book only from 
the relatively recent movie. The book is as charming and funny as the movie is not. The 
humor lies in the larger-than-life characters - especially Mr. Frank Gilbreth, and can be a 
bit bawdy at times. Just enough to keep the rapt attention of eleven year old children. 
The story is a memoir written by two of the dozen children in the family. The Gilbreths 
were well-known in their day, and the positive contributions of Frank and Lillian Gilbreth 
to motion study and industrial psychology, as well as to many of the modern devices still 
in use, is hard to overstate. We experimented with the idea of “therbligs” in our 
classroom, and more than a couple of us teared up a bit when Mr. Gilbreth died right 
near the end of the story. I recommend the sequel, Belles on Their Toes, to anyone 
interested. 
 Finally, we picked up Susan Campbell Bartoletti’s well-researched and beautifully 
written, Growing Up in Coal Country. Also non-fiction, this book has more of a 
documentary style. The “coal country” described is only an hour or two from us at 
Miquon, yet the world inhabited by miners and their families feels light years away from 
us. This book was so important to read before we visited the coal mine in Ashland. Its 
specificity and the harsh realities it portrays are conveyed compassionately but 
honestly. Coal mining and its cost and importance in the lives of so many in the world 
today has new meaning for all of us. 
 It was during our storytime that we began making note of new words (and 
sometimes expressions) that we encountered that seemed worthwhile to remember. 
Often we knew that they were important to our understanding of the story. Sometimes, 
we found the meaning interesting for historical reasons or thought we might like to add it 
to our vocabulary to be pulled out for use at some future time. Once in a while, we just 
liked the way it sounded or felt. When we met such words, we called them “new 
friends,” indicating we were a bit familiar with them, and wanted to know them better. In 
turn, the children were asked to actively look for “new friends” in their own reading, 
viewing, and conversations. They were assigned to record these - five per week - in a 
particular section of their assignment books. We used these lists periodically through 



the year - to practice alphabetization, learn the use of the dictionary and how to write 
concise definitions, to explore synonyms. At the end of the year, each child made a 
personal Top Ten List, and we created a combined Top Fifty-Six List from which we 
played a huge game of Whacked Out Charades. I have had mixed feelings all year 
about the effectiveness of the list assignment. However, the group’s interest in words 
and expressions as a whole - demonstrated vividly in its love of whole class games of 
Balderdash and its continual adding of words to our group’s “new friends” list, lead me 
to think there has been some significant benefit. As has the late May comment: “Now I 
can’t help finding “new friends”! Even now that I don’t need to write them down - they’re 
everywhere!” 
 

Book Groups 

 “When is the next book group starting? Can it start right away? The day after 
presentations? Can you promise that the new book choices will be as great as the last 
ones?” 
 These real questions, asked by a variety of children in the group, let us know that 
something good was happening, and so we kept right on doing it.  Typically, Jeri and I 
presented between four and six books to the group - doing a brief “book talk” about 
each one. Afterward, each young person ranked his or her top three choices on a slip of 
paper, and Jeri and I formed the small groups. Tammy joined us to facilitate one of the 
groups as well. After one introductory session in which the context of the book and 
some background knowledge was presented, the group then negotiated the amount to 
be read by each individual before the next weekly session. Commonly, we met four 
times over the course of the book, each time shedding light on new 
ideas/words/concepts. In many cases, one or more children in the group volunteered to 
lead the upcoming session, and prepared questions for discussion.  
 It is through book groups (as well as books read aloud) that we spend time 
analyzing the structure of writing, the authors’ use of language, and techniques used to 
surprise the reader, create suspense, create humor, develop setting, flesh out 
characters, etc. Comprehension is a very dry word for the much larger, richer hopes we 
hold for the children - we want them to love language and its many manifestations, and 
to appreciate the skilled use of language so much that they endeavor to improve their 
own abilities in that area. 

After reading and discussing the entire book, the group met to plan its “book 
group presentation,” which we are clear was the highlight of the whole book group 
program for many. These presentations included skits, models, a mock newspaper, a 
game, character dolls, and puppets.  
Below is a list of this year’s book group novels: 
Hatchet 
Belle Prater’s Boy 

Thief Lord 

Pushcart Wars 

Shadow of a Bull 
Esperanza Rising 

The Same Stuff as Stars 

Midwife’s Apprentice 



The Westing Game 

The Schwa Was Here 

 

 Our final book groups rotated through four books, one per week, each one a 
different genre about some aspect of our study of the Great Depression and the Dust 
Bowl. We read the graphic novel, Storm in the Barn by Matt Phelan, a series of well-
written Choose-Your-Own Ending Interactive history books, Out of the Dust  by Karen 
Hesse and Looking for Me by Betsy Rosenthal. The final two were both novels written in 
verse, though the second was a memoir as well. Other non-fiction reading is explained 
in more detail in the social studies section. 
 

Writing 

 Some of our writing work has the feel of utilitarian routine. Other times, it’s 
expansive and more creative. Roughly every six weeks, everyone in the group wrote a 
brief piece for our blog, describing some piece of our recent life in school. Regularly, we 
wrote brief balanced responses about activities or experiences. Responses to questions 
or reflections on studies were written in journals, in response to book group discussions, 
or as a way of preparing for discussion. There were also several more expansive writing 
projects, described below. 

Our first group project involved game play. Small groups of young people took an 
unfamiliar board or table game, and were tasked with independently reading and 
interpreting directions. The game play had to be clear enough to them that they could 
create a visual instruction guide and teach the game to the rest of the class. Jeri and I 
worked hard to stay out of the conversations as the children debated their 
understandings of the rules and figured out ways to synthesize their knowledge and 
organize instructive pictures. This was a challenging task for everyone, and a great way 
to make games a central part of our group identity from the beginning. 

The next writing-specific project was the research of the history of a toy or 
plaything, and the conversion of that information into a short story, written in the first 
person. The use of the terms “first person” and “third person” became part of our group 
vocabulary through that project, and the creative ingenuity of the group was abundantly 
clear in their stories. 

Our third all-group writing project was initiated when we read, The Dark (Lemony 
Snicket) and Duck, Death and the Tulip (Wolf Erlbruch).  Both of these sophisticated 
picture books make an intangible concept (the dark, death) central characters. We tried 
our own hands at this complex idea, and imagined a host of concepts and what each 
might look, sound and smell like, and gave them personality traits. At the suggestion of 
children in the group, these ideas were developed into illustrated short stories as well, 
with the support of Anne during art.  
 After our two day trip in May, we had lots of stories to tell - many memories 
made. I wanted to offer the children a way to reflect on their experiences in writing that 
went beyond a “grocery list” style recounting of the trip. Instead, we borrowed the idea 
of “zooming in”, an idea in photography and film-making, and applied it to our memories 
of the trip. Each young person chose several memorable events, then narrowed down 
to two and “zoomed in”, recalling and recording sensory/emotional details. Finally, 



choosing just one or two memorable moments, they endeavored to write a piece that 
created the picture for the audience, rich with detail and metaphorical language. 
 The technical aspects of language help the reader to understand the intention 
and tone of the writer, and it is in that spirit that we focus on improving those sides of 
writing - spelling, grammar, punctuation. The revision and editing process takes a 
variety of forms. Sometimes the children meet in small groups, facilitated by a teacher, 
in which each young person shares his or her piece in progress and receives a 
balanced response (positive comments and some concrete suggestions). Other times, 
children meet independently in pairs or trios and respond to each other’s work in 
specific and teacher-directed ways. Frequently, after time spent self-editing, the child 
sits with a teacher and reviews a piece line for line, word for word. This kind of polishing 
can take several sittings. And in other circumstances, topics emerge for which there is a 
general need for group instruction - punctuating dialogue was a good example this year. 
 

 

Social Studies 

 On our posted daily schedule, this is “Theme,” “World News” and “Project.” I can’t 
seem to get comfortable with only one label or another, as they each seem to fit at 
some time. This piece of our curriculum includes planned historical and cultural study as 
well as pieces which emerge through student interest, literature, happenstance and 
current world events.  
 For example, we used Jr. Scholastic, a news periodical published for older 
elementary and middle school students to address global and national events and 
debates, often completing crossword puzzles and other activities as preview homework. 
The interests of the half group usually dictated how much time we spent in discussion 
on particular topics. Completing the crosswords sparked lots of sharing of information 
and quick bits of research throughout the week leading to the discussion!. We also 
respond to topics as they occur in the news and build deeper study into our day. This 
year, for example, that meant learning about Nelson Mandela, Pete Seeger and Maya 
Angelou. Pete Seeger’s death came very close to the school’s observation of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Day, so we incorporated his work (as well as that of Gandhi, Bayard 
Rustin, and others) in that celebration. When the complexity of a situation seems 
especially great, we look at what the children themselves are discussing by listening to 
table talk and other casual conversation. That kind of listening to the children led to a 
discussion of the struggles in Syria this year. At the same time, it led us to the decision 
not to delve much into the emerging and very complex situation in Ukraine. 
 

Mystery Classroom 

 Jeri brought this special program to our group this year, as she has done with 
groups in the past. While not directly connected to our work thematically, it provides 
great geographical context for just about anything we might be doing. Jeri paved the 
way for the project during November’s conference week, then led sessions weekly from 
late January into May. In these sessions, the children worked with a partner to identify a 
specific place on the globe. (Some groups had two sites). These sites were identified 
with actual classrooms, which in the end we discovered ranged from homeschool 
families to Antarctic research centers, to international schools, etc. The children used 



information provided each session about the location’s photovoltaic period to determine 
hemisphere, then longitude. Finally, more specific cultural clues started to come, and 
the hunt was on!  There were no easy answers here, and there was a lot of 
collaboration going on as the internet, atlases and other people were quarried for 
answers. We were able to identify 8 of the 10 sites correctly - a Miquon record!!  Those 
who were off were really, really close. 
 

Conference Weeks 

For our fall conference week, Mark and Jeri merged the 5th and 6th graders and 
were joined by Sue, our science teacher for this year. Together they set out on a week 
of geographical adventures. They explored maps and all that they entail, played a few 
games, and began a study of seasons and photoperiods in preparation for Mystery 
Classrooms, the world-wide geography project described above. In addition, Sue 
introduced us to her family's geocaching hobby, an international game of hunting down 
hidden objects using geography skills and a GPS.  As part of our adventures, the entire 
group headed out to the Wissahickon's Forbidden Drive for a morning-long trip to test 
our geocaching skills and to hide a few objects of our own for others to find. We had a 
gorgeous day that involved some scrounging down and climbing up. And mostly, a lot of 
fun. 

During spring conference week, Jeri,  Mark, and Diego, took a close look at 
Philadelphia, the 'City of Brotherly Love,’ with both groups. They looked at the many 
neighborhoods of the city and some of the things that make each distinct: stores, food, 
art, culture, music, history. They explored a few unique facets of the city, such as music 
and dance (American Bandstand) and food (soft pretzels). All  of the children reside in a 
neighborhood in or around Philadelphia, and they were guided to consciously explore 
them:  location, street names, types of housing, and demographics. The children also 
considered their own perspectives and thoughts about the places in which they live. 
They found that they had their own stories to tell about their neighborhood, and using 
brainstorming and a template, each of the children shared neighborhood stories through 
poetry.  

The highlight of the week was a day-long trip that followed SEPTA's longest 
running route (both in years and miles) - Route 23. They followed this former trolley 
(now bus) route, which runs from the top of Chestnut Hill down Germantown Avenue 
and ends at the Broad and Packer Industrial Park in South Philadelphia, in school vans. 
By doing so, they traveled through such neighborhoods as: Mt. Airy, Germantown, 
Nicetown, Swampoodle, Strawberry Mansion, Brewerytown, Chinatown, Northern 
Liberties, and the myriad areas of South Philadelphia. Along the way, they made note of 
the changes in neighborhoods and admired the many murals they passed. The murals 
reflect the neighborhood's history, culture, and personality. The final stop on this trip 
was to Reading Terminal, where the children, in small groups, explored the multitude of 
options available for lunch. They returned to Miquon with a much better understanding 
of how varied and unique each section of Philadelphia has become over time. 
 

 
 



Play 

As we set up the room for the opening of school, we located the creative, 
building, and arts and crafts supplies and placed them in shelves and baskets along one 
side of the room, thereby establishing a “Make and Play” center. A couple of times a 
week, we invited the children to explore those materials and to add to them, making 
playthings of every sort with friends, individually, or in pairs. To further spur the 
innovative use of the materials, we furnished books which included pictures of both 
current and historical playthings as well as how-to guides. The center also included a 
significant display of toys from the first half of the 20th century which were available for 
play and/or as models for making playthings. From the first, this was a highly focused, 
productive time - and it frequently extended into and through choice time - voluntarily. It 
also became clear that for most children, as ever has been true, process is more 
important than product. Enjoyment was found in the ideas generated for making a 
dollhouse elevator, in the details possible in an original deck of role-play cards, in the 
approximate clothing pieces possible with scrap fabric, in the repeated testing and 
redesigning of a mini-basketball court - a polished product was rarely as important as 
the inventive solutions that were discovered along the way. We fed “Make and Play” 
with a visit from Sherri (who taught us origami) and with a huge Block Party with our 
nursery buddies. For most children, however, setting them loose with materials and 
encouragement is enough.  

This spirit of play and of the flexible use of space and materials gave birth to an 
extended run of Ping Pong during choice times. Children from both our group and 
Lynn’s nearly filled the room for a while as they brought three large tables together, set 
up the net, and ran child-directed tournaments.  

The group developed research skills through two play-related projects. First, 
each child conducted and reported on interviews with adults about their play history. We 
prepared for these interviews as a group, and the children created what they believed 
as a group would be good guiding questions. We also prepared by conducting mock 
interviews in class, taking notes and trying to improvise conversation rather than rely on 
a strict question-answer format.  

Second, each child chose a toy or plaything, then researched the history of the 
object. Notes about the history were used as the groundwork for a first person story in 
which the narrator could be the toy itself, the inventor/creator, a child, etc. This kind of 
research differs significantly from a common image of elementary school age research - 
find several sources about a subject and paraphrase that source’s insights. This project 
blended non-fiction and fiction, and asked each child to hunt information and to 
synthesize it into an original, playful story. 

We made literary connections to play as well. In the beginning of the year, we 
collected and shared jokes and riddles. Understanding the word play often involved in 
this kind of humor led us into a study of homophones, homonyms, and homographs. We 
also read Christopher Myers’s take on Jabberwocky, the nonsense poem by Lewis 
Carroll, and acted out our interpretations. In December, we attended People’s Light and 
Theater’s presentation of Cinderella: A Panto and saw “play” in the form of a play in this 
popular British tradition in which elements of the ridiculous are as predictable as they 
are outrageous. 
 



 
Bridges 

 On return from winter break, we shifted into a joint thematic study with our sixth 
grade neighbors. Our study of bridges included structural  questions such as tension 
and compression, and basic bridge types, individual research about bridges of 
historical, structural, or visual significance, the bridge metaphor found in poetry, and the 
two person design and construction of a toothpick bridge to very particular 
specifications.  

We watched intriguing videos on the subject of bridge construction - and failure - 
and used that knowledge (as well as West Point Design software) to make bridge 
design choices. The design and construction process took more than an hour, four days 
per week, as each pair created a company name and logo, wrote checks to buy 
supplies, submitted and re-submitted 1:1 drawings for approval, and wrestled with the 
need for precision in measuring.  There was a lot to be learned about communication as 
well. Pairs that solved problems constructively and talked through challenges found that 
their advantage was significant. Every child wrote a daily journal entry describing plans, 
successes and struggles in the process. Finally, with some ceremony, each bridge was 
tested against two kilograms of pennies, and to our delight, every bridge survived the 
test (this is by no means a given).  
 Simultaneous to this project, students spent mornings working individually on the 
research of a particular bridge. Just as with the play interviews described earlier, the 
children themselves created the parameters of the research by deciding upon a 
common list of questions/topics that they believed were necessary to the research. The 
group reviewed its list and separated major topics from more incidental details before 
beginning the hunt for information. Again, as is in the toy story project, the search for 
specific answers necessitated authentic research methods - such as scanning sources 
for relevant information, and finding a variety of search terms to “google” the topic. It 
also led to the discovery that certain information was not available for a given bridge, 
and that conflicting answers sometimes lead to making a judgment between sources. 
The information was summarized and displayed on a two-sided card which also 
featured a picture of the bridge. These cards were coordinated by number with a world 
map on our bulletin board on which every student had initially identified the bridges’ 
locations. As research finished and construction was drawing to a close, we spent some 
time with the idea of a bridge as a metaphor (vs literal) and read poems and lyrics that 
demonstrated other levels of meaning. 
  

 

Work 

 Our study of work was intended to show similarities between meaningful work 
and play, and also create some context and vocabulary for the topic to follow - the Great 
Depression.  We began by turning once again to our research skills, this time focusing 
on summarizing information in meaningful ways (an important note-taking skill). We 
turned to multiple copies of a series of books by Annick Press (i.e. Archers, Alchemists, 
and 98 Other Medieval Jobs You Might Have Loved or Loathed), and we used those to 
learn about occupations in Ancient Mayan and Aztec culture, in medieval Europe and in 
the pioneer days of the American West. While lighthearted, the books are well-written 



and reasonably accurate, so gave us a way to see the development of work. Before 
beginning, the class generated a long list of occupations, then categorized them - quite 
tricky, actually. The children then were divided into groups based on interest in 
categories, and from there, subdivided the research between group members. Each 
occupation being studied needed one card with a simple picture or representative icon. 
This came from the use of such icons to mark places of business. Each also needed a 
summary card that described the occupation succinctly and gave another interesting 
piece of information or two. By applying our research as described here and in the 
sections above, we are able to work effectively around the most common form of 
plagiarism these days (copy and paste), and help the young people to experience the 
habit of synthesizing information rather than regurgitating it. 
 Using these occupations as backdrop, we learned about terms like “white collar” 
and “blue collar” and the assumed connections between those and the concept of 
class.  We also invited several people with very different jobs to come in and meet with 
us. We met with 1) a farrier (makes horseshoes and shoes horses), 2) a midwife, 3) a 
geologist specializing in glacial volcanoes and 4) historical fife and drum players. Just 
as with the play history interviews, the group prepared guiding questions for each 
meeting. Each child built upon this work by using those questions, creating other more 
specific ones, and interviewing other adults about their work. This kind of peek into the 
functioning of the adult world holds huge fascination for children - well through 
adolescence. We also took a trip to the Mercer Museum in Doylestown to see the tools 
used in work before the Industrial Revolution and - happily - to take advantage of a 
temporary and highly interactive exhibit on play and games. What good luck! 
 Changes in the nature of work within our society over time meant a shift toward 
mechanization and away from craftsmanship, and extreme exploitation of workers in the 
name of increased profit through speed and efficiency. Our reading of Cheaper by the 
Dozen led us directly into conversation about ways in which efficiency can support 
workers or exploit them, and we tied it together with a viewing of the first 20 minutes or 
so of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times. It was so popular, many saw it twice and the 
group invited the sixth graders to join us to see it over lunch one day. The children wrote 
letters in which they pretended to be a newly minted and unhappy factory worker writing 
to his or her former companions at a small shop. We also read about the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory fire and watched a very poignant video connecting that event to 
current tragedies in Bangladesh. During the weekly 5th/6th grade sing, we learned a 
number of work-related songs, and were interested to see those very songs appear in 
other contexts. 
 

Dust Bowl/Great Depression 

 All of the work described above set the stage for our most intense thematic 
focus. The group began with an individual preview reading of the Kids Discover 
magazine, The Great Depression, which briefly touched upon the many facets of the 
work to come and included a lot of iconic photography from the time that would be 
encountered again and again. The magazine proved so useful that small groups turned 
back to it as they recognized connections later on.  
 I have found this group to be highly intellectually curious and able to wrestle with 
complex ideas. Therefore, I felt confident tackling some of the many layers of reasons 



behind the Great Depression which so crippled the national (and world) economy. Our 
mathematical work on supply and demand laid some groundwork (see “Mathematical 
Thinking” above). We also looked at the changes in demand that were supported by the 
first world war, and at the troubles that were clearly underway as the gap between rich 
and poor grew extreme and as the farmers that provided for what seemed like an 
endless demand for wheat suffered from a staggering drop in demand/price, and from 
the short-sighted plowing under of the prairies. 
 We watched the 1936 movie, The Plow that Broke the Plains, a film that we 
recognized clips from weeks later, when we watched the much more recent, Surviving 
the Dust Bowl. As was mentioned in the Book Group section, every child was also in the 
process of reading four related pieces of literature concurrently, Out of the Dust, 
Looking for Me, Storm in the Barn, and books from the Interactive History Adventure 
series (The Dust Bowl, The Child Labor Reform Movement, and The Great Depression). 
The other text central to our work was Children of the Great Depression, a beautifully 
illustrated book by the multiple award-winning Russell Freedman. The children read 
chapters from this in school, took pictorial and written notes and compared their 
understanding of their reading in half group discussion. One conversation dovetailed 
beautifully into the next, and the study felt like a real immersion into the topic.  
 As the time for our culminating trip grew nearer, we turned to topics directly 
related to our planned visits. We had read one book about and shared many songs by 
Woody Guthrie. Now we turned attention to another people’s hero of the time, Eleanor 
Roosevelt. Though controversial for an interesting variety of reasons, her outreach to 
those who suffered most during the Great Depression, her willingness to take political 
risk to push ahead programs of value, and her interesting personal story made her 
interesting to our group as well. They could see why so many, and especially children, 
were moved to reach out to Mrs. Roosevelt for help and sympathy. We watched bits of 
her life - meeting the formidable Sara Delano Roosevelt (FDR’s mother) along the way.  
 Finally, we turned our full attention to Franklin Roosevelt and to the “alphabet 
soup” of programs known as The New Deal. Some were known to us already through 
other reading and viewing, but we got more of a sense of the scope of the project and 
its effect (as well as that of World War II) in bringing about the end of the Great 
Depression. 
 In further preparation for our trip, we also read Growing Up in Coal Country by 
Susan Campbell Bartoletti. The place described in this remarkable book is the very 
anthracite coal country that we visited. We had some windows into the organization of 
labor through this book (i.e. Molly Maguires), through songs, and through other literature 
- particularly the group that read Esperanza Rising. Our focus there, however, was less 
heavy in keeping with the age of the group.  

This entire theme is a heavy one, indeed, and we often felt the weight of it. I 
sought brief pieces that would feel hopeful - we learned about Kiva, for example, and 
read an article about tomato workers’ successful collaboration with several large 
retailers to raise the price of product slightly in order to improve worker conditions. And 
the humanity of so many comes shining through their stories of hard lives. 
 

Culminating Trip 



 In the fall, we had to cut our trip from two evenings to one. In the spring, we had 
the opposite problem, when changes in the availability of sites forced a departure after 
school on a Tuesday and a return on Thursday evening. Each child wrote and published 
via our blog a descriptive piece about some aspect of the trip. Not surprisingly, quite a 
few were about Knoebels, a great amusement park just minutes from the coal mine we 
visited. The trip was full of so many lovely moments - kids stretching themselves to try 
new things, reaching out to others to be so inclusive, comforting their friends in 
moments of homesickness. They planned the details and were usually - but not always - 
happy with the results. As we did all year - we created and we adjusted. Each young 
person now has a CD of pictures, their own stories and those of their friends, and 
countless mental images to carry forward as true souvenirs of fifth grade. 
 

In Closing 

 This is a powerhouse group of young people, and I hope that each member of 
the group is clear that his or her individual strengths play a critical role in that fact. Next 
year, though divided between two groups, we will be but a few feet from one another, 
and I am counting on the sixth graders that they will be(!) to lead the building in a spirit 
of unity as well as leading the students of Miquon as a whole. Lynn, Jeri and I have big 
plans for a lot of time and fun spent together in any case. 
 Thanks so much to every single family for displaying such confidence and trust in 
your children and in their experience at Miquon this year. The importance of that “you 
can do this” message is impossible to overstate. Your deep knowledge and love of your 
children makes you the number one teachers in their young lives, and I am grateful to 
have had a chance to partner with you in that responsibility this year.  
 Lynn’s deep institutional memory, her willingness to look anew at assumptions 
and at children, and her sense of humor and intelligence are grounding and 
inspirational. Mark is our friend in need and in deed, offering words of encouragement to 
young and less-young alike, and graciously helping us dig ourselves out of the many 
holes we find ourselves in. 

Jeri is the spirit of Miquon personified, and I wonder how she puts up with the 
physical challenges of my crazy ideas as well as the on-the-spot flexibility required by 
so, so much “create and adjust.” Yet she does so, always putting the children first.  

Enjoy the summer. I hope you find time to  wander - physically and mentally. It is 
the key to growth.  
 

 


