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I just want to thank everyone for being so nice.  Not just to me but to everyone. 

-Words of gratitude from Ivy S.  

 

Hopes and Dreams: Nurturing a Community of Learners 
 

When setting out to do the challenging and exciting work of school, a clear set of expectations is 

necessary to support a collegial and safe atmosphere of learning, where each child can 

experience authentic success.  By inviting everyone to reflect upon and identify what s/he hoped 

to achieve at school, we learned each person’s dream for the year and thought deeply about how 

to support one another in bringing our dreams to fruition. Thus our “rules” were not top-down, or 

imposed upon the children.  Rather, our guidelines were directly linked to the dreams the 

children named for themselves.  

 

For example, when a child shared how he wanted to become a better artist, we discussed that 

access to art materials needed to be fluid and easy, requiring each of us to take care of our art 

materials and return them “better than we found them. ” We realized that taking care of our 

classroom materials applied to many of our dreams, whether we hoped to become stronger 

mathematicians, artists or scientists.  Because the children were central to this “rule-making” 

process, there was buy-in from all, and our classroom guidelines became the norm.   

 

Inspired by Officer Buckle and Gloria (a delightful Caldecott winning picturebook by Peggy 

Rathman), the children created a list of “safety tips” that explicitly spelled out the way we 

needed to treat ourselves, one another and our environment.  Keeping our hands, feet and objects 

to ourselves, taking turns, saying what we mean in a kind and clear way, putting things back 

where they belong, giving eye contact and including everyone are just a few of the safety tips the 

children identified and practiced. Almost daily throughout the year, we revisited our guidelines 

during “appreciations and reminders,” a time when we reflected upon what went well and what 

we could do better.  All of us were held accountable for our guidelines and when mistakes 

happened (as they often do), the children were given the chance to reflect upon what they did 

wrong, to name what they should have done and would try to do next time, and to engage in 

deciding the logical consequence.   

 

In September, Marie and I carefully and deliberately introduced the variety of classroom 

materials, giving the children ample time to explore and discover.  We explicitly demonstrated 

our many classroom procedures and reviewed them throughout the first several weeks, enabling 

the children to internalize and understand our expectations. With guidance from mentors, the 

children new to our group quickly learned the routines and rituals of the day, while our veterans 

experienced the joy and confidence of teaching what they already knew.  Clarity around using 

the bathroom, organizing one’s cubby, eating snack, the morning ‘to-do-list’ and the myriad 



classroom jobs enabled the children to independently, confidently and competently function in 

the classroom, contribute to our community and learn to the best of their ability.  Each child 

learned to sign in by responding to the morning question, to communicate her/his plans for after 

school, to sign out a “just-right” book and to fulfill her/his morning job that included:  snack, 

calendar, weather, attendance, zookeeper, materials manager, etc. as well as a variety of 

independent morning work.  Upon completion of these responsibilities, the children had 

“academic choice,” a time designated for playing board and card games, building with blocks, 

exploring the art and math materials, reading or writing.   

 

After academic choice we met in a circle for the community building ritual of morning meeting 

(a practice informed by The Responsive Classroom curricula). This sacred time in our day 

explicitly taught us very important and necessary life skills. The four components of morning 

meeting include: greeting, sharing personal news that we felt was important to share with the 

entire group, reading aloud the morning message and playing a fun game. Each day, we heard 

from different children, who shared recent experiences (ex: trips, a lost tooth, a visit to the 

doctor), their expertise (rocks, Morse Code, beautifully sewn crafts) and special possessions 

(dolls, Pokemon cards, an amber necklace, books).  As we greeted one another by name, we 

validated our membership in the group and practiced eye contact. When we shared, we practiced 

speaking to the group, actively listening, meaningfully responding, and asking thoughtful and 

relevant questions. Our morning message provided practice of literacy and math skills, while 

also providing the anticipated events of the day. The games served a mix of purposes: math or 

literacy review, music and movement and of course, the sheer joy and pleasure of singing and 

playing together. Favorites included: “Where the Wind Blows,” “Pop,” “Detective,” “Thumbs 

Up, Seven Up” and “Who is Missing from our Community?” The routine of morning meeting 

centered us and helped nurture a trusting, inclusive, forgiving, risk-taking, and joyful learning 

environment. 

 

Identity and Friendship:  

Developing an Understanding of Ourselves and One Another  
 

We began the year with an in-depth study of identity by exploring and expressing our 

preferences and dislikes, religion and beliefs, family composition, heritage, physical appearance, 

interests, fears and hopes. Through read alouds, discussion, art and written responses, we learned 

to appreciate the beauty in one another and to feel a sense of pride in our individual 

uniqueness.  We emphasized how physical differences are only one small part of our story and 

do not embody all of who we are and who we can be.  Within the safe interactional space of our 

classroom, we learned to question and challenge assumptions, to be sensitive to the needs and 

differences of one another, to value new and alternative ideas and that there are many ways of 

looking at the world.  This thoughtfully selected text set included: Skin Again, William’s Doll, 

Many Ways, We are all Alike We are all Different, It's Okay to be Different, Molly Lou, Stand 

Tall!, Shades of People, This is my Hair, The Important Book, In My Mothers’ House, among 

many others.  

 

Of the many projects we pursued as part of our identity study, there are a few that stand out. 

Working with learning partners (pairs chosen by teachers because of similar needs, 

complementary working styles and/or social dynamics), the children painted and interviewed one 



another, borrowing the pattern and cadence of Margaret Wise Brown’s The Important Book. bell 

hooks’s Skin Again inspired whimsical multi-media self-portraits, that adorned our classroom the 

entire year.  Over several days, each child created her/his own accordion book, a reflection of the 

internal and external constructions of identity.  Surely, our friend of the day activities were a 

highlight for all, as each child had the opportunity to hold the spotlight and receive a book with a 

page created by each member of our group.  The friend of the day activities were rich in literacy 

learning as we honed phonics skills, practiced spelling the names of our classmates, asked 

questions about our friends, listened to the responses and discovered spelling patterns that could 

be applied to other reading and writing.  Molly Lou, Stand Tall! was the catalyst to measuring 

and comparing our height and posting it on our tree. 

 

Naturally, after learning about ourselves and one another, our social studies shifted to ideas of 

friendship, primarily how to be peaceful and inclusive and how to work collaboratively and 

cooperatively. With our first and second grade friends from next door, we mixed things up, 

dividing into groups for our friendship skits.  The entire production was a giant collaborative 

effort as we worked together in selecting the stories, choosing our roles, rehearsing our lines, 

singing songs, creating our props and choreographing the dance.  We are particularly thankful to 

Diego, Deborah and Anne for giving extra support to our singing, dancing and backdrop.  From 

George and Martha we learned to spend more time with friends and less time looking in the 

mirror.  Frog, Toad, Pooh and Friends, taught us how to help in times of need.  Piggie and Gerald 

reminded us of how good it feels to laugh together. And, Yo! Yes! taught us how to see the friend 

in each of us and to reach out to others.   Indeed, our first and second grade play was a 

culminating celebration of the dancer, reader, writer, artist, singer and friend in all of us. 

 

Our Journey to Becoming Readers and Writers 

To say that Language Arts was embedded in everything we experienced in our group is an 

understatement. Our read alouds, reading workshop, independent reading time, “just-right” book 

homework assignment, guided reading groups, genre studies, author studies, writing workshop 

and journaling nurtured a reflective and introspective group of readers, writers, speakers and 

thinkers.  Throughout the year, we discussed a myriad of children’s literature and responded to 

reading in art, conversation, writing and drama. Read alouds always took much longer than we 

anticipated as we frequently stopped to make predictions and connections, share interpretations, 

cite the text to support our thinking and construct meaning. Our comprehensive literacy program 

addressed phonics, word study, sight words, spelling, fluency and reading for meaning, purpose 

and enjoyment.  

Reading Workshop  
Just about every day, each child had the honor and responsibility of reading self-selected “just 

right” books as well as books of interest during reading workshop, and each child was expected 

to practice different decoding or comprehension strategies that were modeled. Our classroom 

library offered something for everyone, ranging in topics of interest, genre and levels.  During 

reading workshop, while each child read independently, Marie and/or I conferenced with 

individuals and provided one-on-one instruction. Oftentimes, readers were encouraged to work 

with their learning partners to read together, practice a strategy or share what they read.  Because 

we emphasized the notion of individual ‘just rightness,’ making the comparison to learning to 

read to learning to walk (we all learn to do it but at different times and in different ways), the 



children focused less on a comparison of reading levels and more on their personal interactions 

with the texts. 

 

Shared Reading Experiences 
As noted earlier, we regularly read aloud an abundance of excellent and engaging children’s 

literature and poetry, and invited everyone into the co-construction of meaning. More than 

anything, it was the rich, child-led discourse that provided the foundation for all of us to 

experience the success of learning and to weather the challenges of taking risks. As facilitators, 

Marie and I encouraged the children to actively listen to one another, use evidence from the text 

to support assertions, and to honor, build upon and/or respectfully disagree (and explain why) 

with the variety of student interpretations. During our weekly poetry study, we dramatized and 

illustrated our interpretations while learning to honor different perspectives. Rereading poems for 

homework each week helped build fluency and gave our families a window into our school 

experiences.  

 

Our read alouds were seldom brief (or passive), as our interactions with stories often resembled a 

collegial debate. Read alouds, once believed to be a way of entertaining or calming children, 

transformed into a deep analysis of the peritext (the endpapers, the cover, the front matter, the 

dedication page, copyright date, etc.) as well as the story itself, reminiscent of my graduate 

school discussions during children’s literature courses. In our classroom, we were all scholars.  

 

In addition to theme related studies, Marie and I also took turns reading a chapter book, typically 

during the end of lunch or at the end of the day.  Our chapter book read alouds were intended to 

nurture a love and understanding of language and to hone listening and comprehension 

skills.  We lost ourselves in the adventures of Dominic, expanding our vocabulary 

exponentially!  Igraine the Brave challenged gender roles and inspired us to be heroes.  Hugo 

inspired us to zoom in and out in our art and led us to a fabulous field trip to 30th Street 

Station.  Our final chapter book read aloud of The Hundred Dresses taught us about empathy, 

inclusion and difference, a great tie-in to our work with Cradles to Crayons. 

 

Guided Reading Groups  
In small groups of four to six, children met with Marie, Rossana, Tammy or Ted to read texts at 

their instructional reading level, in other words, reading material that could be read with limited 

teacher guidance and support. The instructional focus varied according to the collective needs of 

the group.  Some readers focused on building sight vocabulary and phonics skills, while others, 

who needed to hone fluency, engaged in reader’s theater. The more experienced readers often 

read the same text independently but then came together, much like an adult book group, to share 

interpretations, make predictions and connections, while being encouraged to provide evidence 

from the text to support their conjectures. In the very beginning, the emergent readers learned to 

take “picture walks” as we previewed the book to access prior knowledge while becoming 

familiar with new vocabulary.  We used the strategies of ‘echo reading,’(children pointed to the 

words and repeated the teacher), pair reading and choral reading.  Our early readers benefited 

from repeated exposure as it helped them become more confident and competent.  With many 

groups, we previewed potentially challenging vocabulary, while attending to letter patterns, 

prefixes and suffixes. With all groups, we focused on the construction of meaning, while 

building upon the discrete reading skills.  



Word Study 
Informed by the Making Words curricula designed by literacy guru, Patricia Cunningham, the 

children began with the words they knew best, their names.  As part of the friend of the day 

activities, we studied the names of each classmate, noting the vowels, letter patterns, di-graphs 

and letter sounds. We sorted and compared the names, put them in alphabetical order, or mixed 

them up for the children to try and spell accurately.  Once each child’s name was studied we 

began introducing five new word wall words a week (common high frequency words), 

eventually differentiating between first grade and second grade word lists, but offering the 

resource to all of the children.  The children attended to the visual cues of the words by finger 

spelling, body spelling or cheering the words.  After discussing the letter patterns and identifying 

word families, the children recorded the words in their literacy journals and throughout the week 

the children engaged in different activities to reinforce knowledge of these words.  By rainbow 

writing, body spelling, playing word wall detective, rainbow writing, word train, sentence 

building and integrating the words in the morning message most children learned to identify the 

word wall words with automaticity.  The explicit word work encouraged readers to use analogies 

when attempting to decode an unfamiliar word and to spell more challenging words while 

integrating known letter patterns. 

 

Writing Workshop 
To inform our writing, we engaged in a variety of genre studies that included: counting books, 

pattern books, memoirs, information texts, poetry, and a study of the work of Kevin 

Henkes.  Our work with different genres was integral to learning how to write well as we 

critically analyzed the different strategies utilized by renowned children’s authors and 

illustrators. 

 

By starting with counting books, every child encountered success as this genre provided an entry 

point for all writers, giving emergent writers an opportunity to encounter success while offering 

experienced writers an opportunity to create a deeper narrative.  The counting books encouraged 

lots of writing, because once a book was completed another one could quickly get started.  Our 

writers learned that you can approach a genre in multiple ways and that the more you write, the 

stronger you get, and the easier writing becomes.   

 

Next we studied pattern books such as Someday (Zolotow), The Important Book (Brown), A 

House is a House for Me (Hoberman), I Went Walking (Williams), and many question/answer 

books from the A and B baskets of our leveled library.  Again, borrowing from these mentor 

texts, the children learned to craft individual stories about topics of interest, while considering 

the intended audience.    

 

After the fall and winter holidays, we transitioned to memoirs, drawing from our recent family 

experiences, celebrations and all the snow! We had the special opportunity to hear from Zia’s 

parents their story of becoming a family as well as from Grace Ann’s mom about living in 

coastal Washington.  We read and discussed a memoir text set that included:  Knuffle Bunny 

(Willems), Owl Moon (Yolen), Fireflies (Brinkloe), Rollercoaster (Frazee), Snow on Snow on 

Snow (Chapman), Big Mama’s and Shortcut (Crews), among others, which made explicit the art 

of crafting a well-told memoir.  We discussed the moments worth sharing and we examined the 

thoughtful introductions that immediately hooked the reader.  We looked closely at how the 



writer named the who, what, where and when and thoughtfully slowed time with ellipses and 

carefully chosen words.  These literacy experiences helped prepare the children to craft their own 

sweet memoirs.  Topics and styles varied with stories about skiing, Christmas morning, the 

arrival of a new sibling, dancing in a recital, a trip to Great Wolf Lodge, meeting a new puppy, a 

Legoland adventure, baking a cherry pie, among many, many more.   

 

Our study of non-fiction, specifically information books, taught us how true information can be 

organized to teach the reader unfamiliar content.  In guided reading groups, the children read 

accessible non-fiction texts to inform their own writing. We learned about captions and the 

difference between a table of contents and index.  We discovered how new vocabulary was in 

bold print and how diagrams helped the reader visualize the content.  We asked the children to 

write about topics they knew well and we also invited the children to create non-fiction texts to 

accompany the papier mache animals for the art show.  In collaboration with Amy, the children 

could illustrate their non-fiction books in the unique artistic style of Oliver Jeffers. Children 

wrote about cats, dogs, wolves, tigers, whales and whaling ships, sharks and deep sea fish, 

among many others.   

 

Again in collaboration with Amy and Anne, the children delved into a brief study of poetry, but 

truly our study of poetry was a yearlong investigation. In May, we saturated our readers with so 

much poetry, giving them access to wonderful anthologies and reading accessible poems in small 

groups.  We gave the children beautiful natural objects and asked them to look carefully, sketch 

and describe in writing.  The children could sit outside by the creek or under a tree to sketch, 

record ideas, feelings, observations and transform them into poetry.  After spending so much 

time with the linear genre of information books, the children thoroughly enjoyed the open-ended 

and carefree playfulness of poetry. 

 

We ended our year with an author study of Kevin Henkes, a prolific and talented writer of stories 

that every child can relate to.  Chrysanthemum, Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purpose, Wemberly 

Worried, Julius the Baby of the World, Owen, Lilly’s Big Day, Chester’s Way, Sheila Rae, the 

Brave and more helped us to understand the components of an engaging narrative, specifically 

the characters, setting, problem, and resolution.  Inspired by Henkes’s ability to describe Lilly, 

Mr. Slinger, Chester, and Wemberly, the children learned how to develop a character and to 

write about the events that led to a problem and finally a solution.  Although we ran out of time 

and most did not finish their fiction stories, all of the children ended the year as stronger writers 

with a deeper sense of crafting thoughtfully told stories, true or not.  

 

At the end of each genre study, we celebrated with family members and shared our growth as 

writers.  By engaging in the complex process of publishing, we learned to consider a reader other 

than ourselves, to write clearly by spelling words using the sounds we knew and the resources 

available to us and by forming letters and words legibly, to edit for appropriate use of upper and 

lowercase letters and end of sentence punctuation, to create pictures that enhance the meaning of 

the text and the importance of reading and rereading our work. We supported one another along 

the way by listening to one another share, providing constructive feedback and of course, sharing 

our final pieces with our families and friends. 

 

 



 

Mathematics 
Much like our literacy work, mathematics was meaningfully integrated throughout our day. First 

thing in the morning, upon entering the classroom, the children were asked a question to which 

they responded by creating a class graph. The daily questions related to thematic studies, current 

events, or math investigations.  The morning graph sparked authentic and engaging mathematical 

conversations as learners made predictions and compared and contrasted the data with one 

another. We also replied to the question on a class venn diagram and learned how to organize 

and interpret data using this structure. 

 

Later in the year, with the intention of honing our concept of number, the children engaged in a 

number of the week activity, representing numbers through pictures, words, money, base ten 

blocks, standard form and expanded form, decomposition, addition and subtraction sentences, 

and greater than and less than equations. Math experiences also included the class favorite of 

‘Math Tiles,’ (hands-on activities designed by math guru, Marcy Cook), that involved 

manipulating number tiles from 0-9 to solve a variety of mathematical problems and develop 

deeper number sense. The children practiced math skills in addition, subtraction, odd and even 

numbers, geometry, time, money, and fact families. The math tile activities also helped the 

children to think strategically through trial and error, and use known information to solve for 

unknown information. In grade level cohorts the children participated in math groups of ten to 

twelve children solving word problems, reading and discussing math related literature, exploring 

a variety of math concepts with blocks, playing fun games to gain math fluency and developing a 

deep understanding of the number line and hundreds charts as a tool for solving complex math 

problems. During academic choice, the children regularly explored the variety of math 

manipulatives, discovering symmetry through building complicated structures, creating beautiful 

complex patterns while integrating their own narratives to their explorations. Our math program 

was a wonderful integration of hands-on investigations, application and repetition within a 

meaningful and engaging context, learning to express our mathematical understandings 

concretely, pictorially and for many, abstractly. 

 

Each child also took turns practicing her/his temporal knowledge when s/he held one of the two 

calendar jobs. Together the calendar helpers were responsible for keeping track of the day of 

week and the day of school (e.g. 100th day) with base ten blocks, a hundreds chart, tally marks 

and money (while trying to use the fewest amount of coins), notating the day of school on a class 

number line. Our calendar helpers reported this information to the whole group and answered 

any questions or comments pertaining to the calendar. Our weather helpers held the job of 

researching the temperature and recording both the way the weather felt and looked. We kept a 

line graph to record the temperature and made comparisons and noticed patterns between and 

among different days, months and seasons as well as last year’s (and the year before) 

temperatures.  We often calculated the difference in temperature between last year and this 

year.   

 

Our pocket investigations and marble estimations gave us concrete opportunities to count, skip 

count and develop a deeper sense of number, while engaging in mathematical 

discourse.  Cooking and baking gave us hands-on experiences with sequencing, capacity, time 

and measurement. In preparation for one of our “marble parties” each child asked their 

classmates what kind of party they wanted, recorded their responses, and organized the responses 



into a visual representation of the data collected.  We spent time exploring and recording linear 

measurement, using non-standard tools (snap cubes, unifix cubes, yarn, paper clips) and standard 

linear measurement with tape measures, rulers and meter and yardsticks. We calculated the 

difference in height between a papaya tree and a mango tree (indigenous to the Philippines) as 

well as the difference in weight of our lunch garbage on “Trashless Tuesdays” and “Wasteless 

Wednesdays.”  

 

In small groups, we used Math In Focus materials to deepen our understanding of place value, 

addition and subtraction, beginning with concrete manipulatives to pictures, numbers and words 

and for some, abstract, strategic thinking, calculation, and application.   

The Philippines: Bringing the Far Near 
 

As an extension of our identity study and wanting to share my own Filipino heritage, our group 

spent the last few months of school delving into an investigation of the Philippines.  Fresh from a 

recent visit to my parents (current residents of Manila), I was excited to share my adventures 

with the children, while also broadening their awareness of the wider world.  My hope was to 

help the children learn the richness and complexities of the Filipino culture and land, draw 

connections between our lives and the lives of Filipinos and extend our sense of responsibility to 

the world beyond Miquon. 

 

As provocation for our study, during morning meeting I shared a few souvenirs and then later 

posted on our walls several beautiful photographs that I had taken on my journey.  The pictures 

of coconut trees, sea urchins, stilt houses, my parents’ suburban home, bangkas (traditional 

fishing boats), blinged-out jipneys (public Filipino buses), volcanoes and families on 

motorcycles garnered much attention and raised many questions for the children.   

 

Building upon the natural wonder and curiosity of the children, our study was very much guided 

by their inquiries. The children wanted to know about the animals, food, clothing and holidays of 

the Philippines as well as the natural disasters, the language, religion, transportation, jobs and 

schools.  We approached these questions with multi-disciplinary hands-on discoveries and 

investigations and transformed our classroom to mirror areas of the Philippines.  

 

We turned to the expertise of Nicole (mother of Caleb) who assisted in the transformation of our 

space. With Nicole’s direction the children painted beautiful landscapes of rice terraces and a 

volcano, the tropical beach, a rainforest canopy, and bamboo houses on stilts.  We also created 

an avocado tree, pineapple plants, a banana tree, a mango tree and a papaya tree to which we 

added beautiful orchids, after a lovely trip to a local orchid greenhouse.  As we designed, we 

explored the patterns on the fruit, the symmetry of the orchids and we calculated and compared 

the height of the different trees.   Of course, we tasted fresh and dried mango, papaya and 

coconut and cooked a few Filipino delicacies with these ingredients.  How could we forget the 

challenge of cracking open two coconuts, which required the tool of a cleaver and Marie’s 

unstoppable determination! 

 

With a particular interest in volcanoes and in conjunction with our non-fiction genre study, we 

read about and discussed the dormant and active volcanoes of the Philippines, one of which was 

the Taal Volcano, that I recently visited.  Led by Marie, the children worked in small groups to 



create 3-dimensional maps of an imaginary area of the Philippines, using found materials. 

Included on the map was a volcano, which the children enjoyed exploding after predicting what 

they thought might happen to the different homes, trees and people.  A model of Mt. Pinutubo 

was built in our block area. 

 

With Zady’s parents and grandparents the children built and designed sweet multi-colored 

wooden bangkas and then joyfully tested their seaworthiness in the creek, recording predictions 

and observations.  This project naturally segued to more boat construction with some child-led 

boatbuilding at our workbench. And then, led by Danika’s father, the children experienced 

building sturdy wooden paddleboats, which they also tested in the creek. On a venn diagram the 

children compared and contrasted the two kinds of boats, noting the similarities/differences in 

design and the ways the boats operated in the water.   

 

What a wonderful culminating celebration we had with our families, sharing all that we learned 

in our beautiful Filipino wonderland.  Our carefully completed folios, another example of a non-

fiction text, demonstrated the many concepts we researched and discovered. Our investigation of 

the Philippines had an entry point for all of the children, giving each learner an opportunity to 

channel the scientist, volcanologist, artist, dancer, writer, researcher, traveler, etc. inside of 

us.  More aware of a larger world, our investigation, as investigations should, left us with even 

more questions than we started.  While thousands of miles away, our study enabled us to truly 

experience the Philippines, as we attempted to bring the far near.    

 

It Takes A Village 
We are so grateful to all of the children, their families and our remarkable teaching, and support 

staff for all of their effort into making this year a wonderfully exciting and joyful time of 

learning, discovery, laughter, work and play.   

 

We developed meaningful partnerships with our buddies from Hilary and Diana’s group and 

learned to be the “big kid” in partnering with the children from the Cooperative Nursery 

School.  Our many field trips (thank you, parents, for chaperoning and driving) showed us the 

world outside of Miquon and deepened our classroom learning. We thought about and practiced 

environmental stewardship with our trashless lunches and we considered needs and wants, while 

also learning about community service and solidarity in preparation for our volunteer shift at 

Cradles to Crayons.  We celebrated the many accomplishments of all of our learners and ended 

the year honoring our favorite storybook characters and joyfully dancing.   

 

It was a fabulous year.  And echoing the words of one of our dear friends, “Thank you to 

everyone for being so nice. Not just to me but everyone.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 


