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“Is This School? 
 
 
 
As an African American woman teaching in an urban school system for the past nine years, I’m 
committed to the education and achievement of all children.  In my classroom and through many 
explorations into the local community I try to provide engaging, challenging, culturally relevant, 
active learning experiences.  I’m especially concerned about urban children who are the most 
vulnerable and at the most risk for being left behind.  Young children enter school as bright, 
intelligent, articulate, inquisitive learners, and I am working to provide an environment that will 
continue to foster all of these qualities and that love of learning that they already bring with 
them.   
 
In this paper, I will describe what I think culturally grounded quality education looks like and 
how I implement it in the classroom.   I will address three things:  first, defining, recognizing and 
building on cultural capital in the classroom. Second, I will describe what the classroom 
environment should include (aesthetically and educationally), and provide a checklist that you 
can use to help you assess a classroom that you visit, whether you are a parent, an activist or an 
educator.  Finally, I’ll describe three thematic curriculum units, a topic of study such as nature, 
sculpture, structures, etc. through which students learn to develop their basic skills, such as 
reading, writing, mathematics and science. I’ll explain how we used our school and the local 
community as our classroom, give examples of the students’ learning, and show photographs of 
their work, which shows how students achieve at high levels when learning is culturally relevant, 
community based, and intellectually engaging.  
 
 
 
CULTURAL CAPITAL 
What is “cultural capital?”  The term comes from Pierre Bourdieu, a French  sociologist who 
first introduced the idea of cultural capital in 1973.  According to Bourdieu, cultural capital is 
simply the knowledge, skills, education, high expectations, or any advantages a person has which 
gives them a higher status in society.   
 
We all have cultural capital.   
 
But, what might be capital in my culture may not get me anywhere in your culture, and vice 
versa.  So, to me, cultural capital also means everything that encompasses who you are. Whether 
or not that capital is valued when you walk into a given environment can potentially determine 
your success or failure.  What often happens with African American children is that they arrive 
at school with cultural capital instilled in them by their family, only to find that it is neither 
recognized nor valued by the school. Furthermore, what is typically valued at school is the 
capital of the dominant culture.   



2 of 26 

 
If teachers don’t recognize the cultural capital that children arrive with and integrate it into the 
formal learning experiences with high expectations, the level of engagement goes down, and the 
level of achievement starts to deteriorate.     
 
When children and their families see that their cultural capital is neither valued nor understood 
by the teacher or within the study topics, they begin to see schools and formal learning as an 
entity separate from themselves.  When children become disengaged, this is where we see 
behavioral issues begin to arise, and schools, instead of addressing the curriculum and 
questioning the cultural capital, and whether a classroom is establishing a community with high 
expectations, the focus shifts to what’s wrong with the child.  This is where all the labeling 
begins to happen for African American students.   
 
That’s why it is part of the teacher’s job to work with the families and establish a partnership 
between home and school. 
 
This point is illustrated for me by this little quote here – “School is all wrong – they ask you 
what you don’t know, not what you know.  When I took the test in 6th grade, they asked, “Where 
is Cape Fear?” I said I didn’t know but that I could give the names of the twelve apostles and I 
did.”  Likewise, when any child walks into a school or a classroom, we seldom take the time to 
find out what they do know.   
 
 
My cultural capital 
In my case, my cultural capital first came from my family and their southern roots. - I come from 
a family of educators: aunts, uncles, and cousins, who grew up and were educated in the 
segregated South. When you walked into a school building in the south and your teachers were 
also African American they understood and valued your cultural capital because it was theirs.  
They were invested in your success, and created an environment that ensured that success.  This 
meant that teachers would imbue with the belief that it was primary that you get an education, 
and that you had to work hard to make it happen.  
 
Although I grew up in the Cambridge, MA, this understanding was instilled in me through the 
language that people used all the time.  My great grandfather, Columbus Hall Crooms was the 
mayor of Eatonville, Florida, one of the oldest Black towns in the United States, and was at one 
point given an honorary degree by Yale University.  I will never forget what he always used to 
say, “You have to work twice as hard to be considered half as good,” and “without an education 
your opportunities in this lifetime will be limited.” It was always emphasized and understood in 
my family that you would graduate from college, and then come back and work in your 
community.  Like the phrase posted above the chapel door of many Black colleges, you were to 
“Enter to learn, depart to serve.” 
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What I learned from my family was that Black teachers in the south valued what you brought 
from home, but they also knew that they had to enlarge your cultural capital in order for you to 
be successful in the dominant culture, outside the security of a familiar environment.  For my 
family, increasing my cultural capital meant exposing me and my brothers to a wide variety of 
experiences within our community and outside of it – from museums and symphonies and plays 
to living overseas in Iran for 4 years and traveling throughout the Middle East and parts of 
Europe.  My cultural capital began at home with a knowledge and pride in who I am, and was 
enlarged through many experiences for me to have a knowledge and pride of who I am in the 
larger world.  It is this that inspires me and informs my teaching.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cultural Capital in the Classroom 
Who provides children with cultural capital, the attitudes and knowledge that makes the 
educational system a comfortable, familiar place in which they can succeed easily? 
 
Are schools valuing the cultural capital that kids are already coming in with?  Or, are they even 
recognizing it?  I’ve heard some teachers say “oh, that kid doesn’t know this…” “They’re 
supposed to come in knowing their letters / numbers / colors…”  They’re already looking at the 
kids from a deficit model, what the kids don’t know as opposed to what they do know – asking 
about Cape Fear and getting a list of the 12 apostles, and then wondering what’s wrong with the 
child and whether they need special education services. 
 
What’s important for schools and individual teachers is to figure out how to establish 
partnerships with families.  This can happen in different ways at different ages and grade levels.   
 
At the kindergarten and first grade level, many teachers go on home visits before school begins 
in September, and this is particularly important at this age, because it is the child’s first 
introduction to school, and if they are an only or oldest child, it is the introduction to the school 
for their family as well.  I’ve been fortunate to be able to do this, and to be able to spend time 
talking with the child as well as their families.  I find out what that child is interested in.  The 
very first question I ask at the home visit is, “if you could learn about anything in the world, 
what would that be?”  Then I ask the parents about their child.  “Tell me about Amir.  He’s 
already told me about himself.  Is there anything else you’d like to say?”  I try to listen to their 
stories and acknowledge that they are their child’s first teacher.  This way, we can connect and 

  

Columbus Hall Crooms, Mayor of 
Eatonville, Florida 
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build a relationship that will support their child’s academic learning.  And, so far, I’ve never met 
a family that didn’t have high expectations for their child and want their child to achieve.   
 
The home visit, or experience of finding out what the child is interested in pays dividends from 
the very start.  I’ll share the example of one of my very first students at the Mission Hill School.  
When Amir told me he loved spiders and turtles and snails and going outside to learn about 
living things, that gave me a lot of information about how to begin to engage him.  Right away, I 
not only had information about Amir’s cultural capital from his family, I also had a sense of what 
he knew and liked to learn about when it’s up him.  I could begin to think about embedding those 
things into the classroom environment and into the curriculum during the school year in ways 
that would take his existing cultural capital, enlarge it, and connect it with school.  Actually, 
what I did was go out and buy a turtle.  He was a big pond slider, perfect for a kindergarten 
classroom.  I also got books about turtles in the classroom. The moment Amir came to the door 
on his first day of school, he looked through the doorway and saw the turtle in it’s habitat in the 
glass fish tank, with the word “turtle” on it.  He looked back at his family and said, “Is this 
school?”  Then he told his family, “ok, good bye, you can leave now!” and left them at the door. 
The turtle helped make the classroom a comfortable, familiar place where Amir wants to be 
because it’s already part of who he is and what he brings.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
A classroom should send the message to each family that who they are and their child interests 
are valued.  It should be a place where their child will be able to extend and deepen his or her 
knowledge. 
 
Building partnerships with families 
Building a relationship with families is essential.  Teachers must figure out ways to include 
families in the classroom and the curriculum.  Establishing a connection right away between the 
learning in the classroom and the learning at home is where parents begin to feel welcome.  
When this happens, parents have told me that they are learning along with their children.  In my 
experience, as a result, parents then begin to extend their child’s learning at home - visiting the 

Children’s interests should be incorporated into the classroom setting:  one 
year we had a turtle, and one year we had a spider 
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library to check out books, or visiting a museum on the weekend to deepen their knowledge 
together.   
 
I send home a weekly newsletter describing what we’ve learned in the classroom.  Every Friday 
we have a group meeting, and I ask the children, “what would you want your parents and other 
people who are reading the newsletter to know about your learning?”  The kids share while I take 
write down exactly what they say, and that goes in a section of the newsletter.  For all the times 
I’ve done this, I continue to be amazed at the brilliant things they say, and at the way their minds 
work.  When I listen to the kids talk about their learning, I feel like I learn more each time about 
the Power of Their Ideas (to quote the title of a book by Deborah Meier.) 
 

 
“I get real satisfaction from seeing how excited he is about what is he learning and doing at 
school.  It is a wonderful thing he can share with me when he comes home. He is very thoughtful 
and analytical in the way he talks about it” 
Devin’s mom 
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“One day Emily and I were looking at a picture book about a dancer.  She remembered seeing 
the little dancer sculpture by Degas, and imitated the pose of the dancer in the sculpture” 
Emily’s mom 
 
This is an important connection back to home.  Parents always say to me, “Alicia, I love getting 
the newsletter on Mondays.  I always go straight to the section where the children talk about 
what they’re learning. I feel like I’m learning along with my child.  You can hear the voices of 
the kids coming right out of the paper.”  One parent said to me, “I have learned more about 
Egypt from my child than I ever dreamed I’d know.  My child explained to me the difference 
between the upper and lower Nile and the architectural difference between the Nubian and 
Eqyptian pyramids!” 
 
This, instead of the deficit model, is the asset model - the cultural capital at home becomes a 
valuable part of classroom culture, and the cultural capital learned in the classroom goes home: 
what the child knows and loves, plus what the parents know and do, enriches the curriculum.  
The asset model equation says “your way plus my way = more.” 
 
Setting the classroom environment 
The minute you walk through the doors of a classroom, a message is conveyed. It is conveyed 
through what the kids are doing, what’s on the walls, and the quality of interactions going on.  
 
This is a print-rich environment, where four-, five- and six-year olds have first experiences with 
the connection between objects, activities, and the written words (see figure  , below).  Words 
become interactive and internalized, and are more than just vocabulary words from a book. 
 
 

 
This is a print-rich environment, where four-, five- and six-year olds have first experiences with the connection between objects, 
activities, and the written words 
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 Classroom Science Center      Word wall:  Science Tools 
 A print-rich environment teaches children to    Children listed the words on this wall 

make the connection between objects, activities,     because these are tools they are  
and the written word.        using in their science work.    

    
        
         
 
 
 
I try to set up my classroom each year so that children are at the center of the learning that is 
going on.  The physical space needs to be clean, welcoming and aesthetically pleasing, full of 
sensory experiences.  Parents come in and say “put me to work” – they help paint walls, sand and 
paint furniture, put up coat hooks, set up the classroom library, label shelves. Through this 
process, parents feel a sense of belonging, that they are part of the classroom, and not just a 
visitor who has to check in at the office. 
 
Children are involved in setting up the classroom community from the beginning. We establish 
together the norms for the way that our community will function.  Because we go through this 
process from the very beginning, students learn how to monitor their own behavior, take 
responsibility for their actions, work cooperatively, treat each other with respect, and that 
everyone’s voice is important and needs to be heard,   They learn about decision-making, and 
that their actions matter in the community.  They learn that everyone is responsible for the care 
of the community, and that our community embodies certain qualities.  For example, we have 
high expectations, we’re smart, we help each other out, that everyone has something they can 
teach someone else about.  The children know right from the beginning that it’s o.k. to make 
mistakes, that this is how we learn.  This takes the pressure off of young children and allows 
them the freedom to learn. 
 
What is going on in the classroom that tells parents and visitors that kids are engaged in their 
learning?  Is it reflected on the walls of the classroom?  Is the work high quality? Are the kids 
excited about learning? Are they proud? Do they want to talk about their work?  
 
One of my fundamental beliefs about curriculum is that it should be a vehicle to expose students 
to many different experiences.  I have intentionally created a classroom that is a comfortable, 
familiar place where students have many different learning entry points (whether that point is a 
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spider, or a special book, or pictures of themselves), so that they are soon ready to take more 
risks and are eager to engage in learning about things unfamiliar to them.  I’ve met them where 
they are, and now we’re ready to experience and learn about their community and the larger 
world.   
 
Parents are not always clear about what their children are learning in school, about whether their 
children’s overall education is engaging and challenging, sub-standard and boring, or meeting 
grade-level expectations with benchmarks along the way.   
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PARENT CHECKLIST 
 

Here is a checklist that will help parents and activists to be able to identify quality 
education for young children (Pre-K through first grade). 

 

□ children’s interests are at the center of all learning 

□ children’s ideas and work are taken seriously 

□ children share their ideas and are given opportunities to bring those ideas to fruition 

□ children create the norms of the classroom 

□ children work cooperatively and independently 

□ cultural differences (racial and linguistic) are celebrated 

□ teachers provide an environment that children feel comfortable and safe enough to take 
risks in their learning 

□ children are encouraged to speak, participate and share their knowledge with each other 

□ teachers do less talking and more listening:  students should do more talking than the 
teacher! 

□ learning from mistakes is valued and seen as an opportunity to deepen their knowledge 

□ children are exposed to a local and global education:  they start with themselves and 
connect to the international community 

□ exploration, discovery, question and investigation is valued by all 

□ the classroom is inviting and colorful, with a variety of learning opportunities 

□ the classroom reflects all forms of communication:  reading, writing, speaking, listening 
to each other, and presenting work 

□ knowledge is connected throughout the learning experiences 

□ teacher and students learn together 

□ teachers model their learning for students:  students see that learning is a life-long 
endeavor 

□ children publish their own stories 

□ evidence of science, math, and language arts are visible in the learning environment 

□ vocabulary and word walls should be posted on the walls in conjunction with theme-
related activities 

□ opportunities for art, music, dance, drama, woodworking, and other sensory activities are 
visible 

□ parents are welcome and encouraged to be learners as well as participants in their child’s 
learning 

□ the curriculum needs to connect to children’s lives and their everyday experiences 

□ kids have plenty of opportunities to practice, use and demonstrate mastery of basic skills 
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THE CURRICULUM 
 
In order to cover all the material we’re being asked to teach kids, I think we have to be 
interdisciplinary in our approach to teaching.  For example, a study of structures becomes the 
vehicle for teaching reading, writing, mathematics, science, social studies, art and music.  This 
approach allows me to make sure that:  
 
o Children are at the CENTER of the learning 
o There are multiple entry points 
o I can make Adaptations and Modifications for all learners 
o We’re Meeting the Standards for State and Local Frameworks 
o The curricula engages kids at a deeper level 
o Kids become experts 
o The data shows that kids are demonstrating academic progress 
 
As a teacher teaching this way, I know that: 
o I need to research and understand the focus topic deeply and on multiple levels 
o I have to translate these big ideas into a language that four and five year olds can understand- 

making the invisible, visible. 
o The on-going assessments inform my teaching 
o What I know both in terms of content and pedagogical knowledge is embedded in my 

teaching 
o It’s important for me to collaborate with colleagues and specialists who are working with the 

same children. 
 
Every school has a standards in place.  At Young Achievers Science and Math School, there are 
three school-based thematic units in place for the kindergarten classes:  Young Naturalists, 
Water, and Structures.  Additionally, in January each year, the whole school has an assembly in 
honor of Martin Luther King where each class makes a presentation on a social justice theme.   
 
I’m going to describe how I took each of these thematic units and incorporated the students’ 
cultural capital, high expectations, teaching of basic skills, and extended our classroom to 
include our local community.  Through these units we also learned about environmental and 
social justice.  I will describe how I made some of the connections between my ideas, the 
children’s interests, and the state standards of the existing curricula, while still focusing on how 
children would continue to develop their basic skills (reading, writing, math, science, social 
studies) as well as their social skills. 
 
 
LEARNING TO READ NATURE’S BOOK 
 
“Learning to Read Nature’s Book” was developed with my colleague Bissa Bowman, the art 
teacher at Young Achievers Science and Math School Pilot School in Jamaica Plain, a 
neighborhood of Boston, Massachusetts.   The curriculum integrates sculpture, the natural world, 
and social justice.   
 
Founded on the belief that outstanding curricula and competence in math and science, supported 
by a strong literacy program, are vital for our urban, culturally and ethnically diverse student 
population, our school is committed to social justice. The experiences in the most formative 
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school years (four- and five year- olds) are crucial in laying the foundations for learning 
scientific methods through firsthand experiences, an introduction to inquiry-based research, data 
gathering, recording, interpreting and drawing conclusions. 
 
Children in urban settings often do not have access to firsthand experiences to regional flora and 
fauna in natural settings, and therefore find it difficult to feel truly connected to nature, to be able 
to analyze and understand the natural and scientific world in which they live, and to understand 
their place in it. Our visits to the field study site provide our students access to all of this. 
 
A teacher’s thinking process 
I had become extremely interested in the work of a local sculptor, Fern Cunningham.  She is the 
creator of the “Step on Board” sculpture of Harriet Tubman in the South End.  I became very 
interested in her as an artist, and I spent a summer in her studio and taking pictures, talking to her 
about her work, and her inspiration.  And I was so excited about her that I knew I wanted to 
teach kids about sculpture.  But, I also knew that in the fall coming up at Young Achievers the 
focus was on the Young Naturalists curriculum.  I spent a great deal of time trying to figure out 
how I was going to teach sculpture, which I felt very passionate about, and just couldn’t 
conceptualize what the young naturalists curriculum would look like.   
 
Then, one day I received a mailing from the Forest Hills cemetery about their sculpture path, 
with pictures of sculptures made out of natural materials.  So, I went on one of their walking 
tours, and the AHA moment came – I began to see how I could connect my passion with the 
requirements.  Before I left the tour of the sculpture path, I met Cecily Miller, the director of 
education at the cemetery, and we had begun to set up a partnership.  Soon thereafter, my 
colleague, Bisse Bowman (the art teacher at YA) showed me a book by Andy Goldsworthy, who 
creates sculptures from natural materials, and that was the beginning of “Learning to Read 
Nature’s Book.”  
 
I started brainstorming ideas for integrating nature and sculpture, and began to draw a 
preliminary curriculum web to help me visualize how my ideas would encompass the 
frameworks.  Shortly before school began that fall, I approached Bisse about collaborating on 
this curriculum, and we began planning together.  Later on we were able to share our ideas with 
the rest of the kindergarten team.  The full story of this was just published in the Community 
Works Journal, and is on line at the website for this talk.   
 
We identified 3 artists whose work provides not only links to literacy, science, math, but also 
links to exploring cultural influences, and social and environmental justice. We focused on 
sculptors whose work encompasses the themes of social and environmental justice, and whose 
cultures connected to kids in the classroom:  Fern Cunningham whose work is intimately 
connected to cultural history and the environment, is an African American woman who lives and 
works in the local Boston community, Andy Goldsworthy a British environmental activist and 
sculptor, and Maya Lin, the Chinese American artist who designed the Vietnam Memorial in 
Washington D.C., and the Civil Rights monument in Montgomery, Alabama.   
 
Fern Cunningham is a Boston-area African American artist.  Cunningham’s work is rooted in 
her commitment to social justice, and has been deeply influenced by the history of her people, 
for example, Step on Board (the sculpture of Harriet Tubman) in the South End, the Black Golfer 
in Boston’s Franklin Park, and The Sentinal, a West African seer and griot that sits in the Forest 
Hills cemetery.  Her most current work, displayed in Mattapan, focuses on immigration and the 
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different cultures displayed in the history of the area.  Her work, both visually and technically, is 
inspired by West African works of art.  Cunningham has been a social justice activist since her 
youth, inspired by her parents.  She has, like Goldsworthy and Lin, persevered in the face of 
substantial obstacles, held true to her vision, and grounded her work in her own passions and 
convictions.  Fern has said she loves to look at the faces and features of African Americans, 
which she studies in order to then sculpt.  It is the faces that draw her in and inspire her.  She 
says that often after finishing a sculpture, she’ll gaze at it and exclaim, “oh, aren’t we beautiful!” 
 

     
Fern Cunningham at work in her studio    Stephen with his science notebook studies Fern’s sculpture  
       “The Sentinel” at Forest Hills Cemetery  
 
 
Andy Goldsworthy uses natural materials from his surrounding environment to work with.  He 
feels at one with his natural surroundings, which he has said deeply influences both his art and 
his life.  His work is a natural fit for young children because he uses the materials that are 
already in nature.  Goldsworthy has recorded his work and how it changes over time in photos 
and richly illustrated books.  What comes through his work is a deep appreciation and respect for 
the natural materials that are found in the environment, and the natural cycle of things.  With 
Goldsworthy, nature and art are one.  He has said that in very beginning, people would often 
comment that his sculptures were “child’s play,” and that at first he was offended by it.  
Goldsworthy regards all of his creations as temporary.  He photographs each piece right after he 
makes it.   His goal is to understand nature by directly participating in nature as intimately as he 
can.  “I enjoy the freedom of just using my hands and found tools – a sharp stone, leaves.  I stop 
at a place or pick up materials because I feel there I something to be discovered.  Here is where I 
can learn.”   
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Andy Goldsworthy at work on a nature sculpture  Andy Goldsworthy sculpture: rock spiral 
(photo from Google/Images)    (photo from Google/Images) 
 
 
Maya Lin   
Maya Lin, like Goldsworthy, feels a strong connection to the natural world. She speaks 
eloquently about this in the documentary A Strong, Clear Vision. She mentions how she spent 
hours exploring the forests around her childhood home and came to know it intimately. 
Similarly, our aim is to encourage our urban students to come to know their community green 
spaces—in our case the Forest Hills area of Jamaica Plain. Lin was inspired by Japanese 
gardens—another opportunity for investigation, learning cultural history, and engaging in 
creative activities. Maya Lin’s work on the Vietnam War Memorial met with opposition, some 
markedly centered on her ethnicity. Her work on the Civil Rights Monument in Montgomery, 
Alabama, is beautifully depicted in the documentary, and would be a good base for a beginning 
study of the continuing work for Social Justice. 
 

  
Maya Lin    Civil Rights Monument in Montgomery, Alabama 
(photo from Google/Images)  designed by Maya Lin  
    (photo from Google / Images) 
 
 
The point I’m trying to make here is that it is possible for teachers to take what they are 
passionate about and integrate that with existing State standards.  Throughout the 3 months of 
exploration within this curriculum, I still had to teach math, literacy, science readers and writers 
workshop.  I was still following the children’s interests with the frameworks in mind, and 
making sure the kids were meeting all the benchmarks along the way. As exciting as the 
curriculum was, the kids still had to acquire their basic skills.  As an African American educator 
teaching in an urban school I feel a deep responsibility to make sure that our children have a 
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strong foundation of skills and higher level thinking they will need as they move on through 
elementary school.   
 
 
Learning to Investigate 
We first brought the children to the field study site in early September. As we arrived at the site, 
the children sat down on a big slab of puddingstone, and reflected quietly upon the following 
questions:  
What do you see? 
What do you hear? 
What does it feel like when you touch it? 
 
We recorded their observations, and then used the record back in the classroom to help the 
students produce a large poster filled with drawings, new vocabulary (i.e. moss, puddingstone, 
pine tree, acorn, hemlock cone, path, fern, daddy-long-legs, rustle and observe). The new words 
were then used to introduce the Word Wall, one aspect of Readers’ and Writers’ Workshop (a 
system-wide curriculum in Boston). We introduced new vocabulary and the students began 
working on a predictable book that they would be able to read themselves later. They illustrated 
the book, and “wrote” the text in developmentally appropriate manners. 
 
In preparation for the second visit to the field study site, we introduced I Went Walking, a Big 
Book by Sue Williams, to the students. The book’s focus is about a little girl taking a walk and 
encountering a range of animals (cat, duck, dog) as she is walking. Alicia then created a book for 
the students, based on the format of the Big Book, in which to record their own experiences at 
the chosen site, using their science notebooks and the poster mentioned above as references. 
Each page in the children’s version had space for a picture at the top, and a partial sentence at the 
bottom to which they could add their own words. For instance, “I went walking, what did I see? I 
saw____________ looking back at me.”  
 
The next book we introduced to the class was Under One Rock: Bugs, Slugs and Other Ughs by 
Anthony D. Fredricks. It explores what a little boy finds when he lifts up a rock: organisms such 
as centipedes, millipedes, spiders, earthworms, beetles, and ants. We introduced new vocabulary 
and the students began working on a predictable book that they would be able to read themselves 
later. They illustrated the book, and “wrote” the text in developmentally appropriate manners. 
 
The Importance of Drawing 
The “Writer’s Workshop”— a systemwide literacy curriculum for Boston Public Schools—uses 
sketching as a tool.  We have found that this is an important skill to develop in Kindergarten. It 
has connections to all areas of the curriculum: 
 
• Art: Obviously, there is a lot of sketching in art. A sketch can be a “rough draft” for a final art 
project, or the art project itself! 
 
• Literacy: Sketching encourages students to look at shapes and positions of an object, which in 
turn strengthens their ability to distinguish between the shapes of letters and words.  
 
• Science: Being able to sketch something requires that the students notice subtle or tiny 
elements of an object, which is also important while making observations for science work. For 
example, when sketching a salamander, they might notice 
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that there are tiny dots on its back. 
 
• Math: When a student strengthens her/his ability to pay closer attention to detail, it will help 
strengthen her/his ability to notice patterns, which is one aspect of the Kindergarten 
math curriculum. Each student has a science notebook in which to record observations. There is 
space for the children to draw/sketch, and space for writing, which can be done through 
dictation, sounding out and writing words, and looking for clues from the Word Wall. 
 
In the classroom, the children helped generate words for a “Predictable Chart” (from Reader’s 
and Writer’s Workshop) through interactive writing. All the words collected this way reflected 
what the children had observed, studied, read and written about since the beginning of the school 
year, for example “A is for acorn, ant, animals…” “E is for exoskeleton, egg….” “M is for moss, 
mud, moisture, mealworm….” In the art room, the students chose words from the “Predictable 
Chart” to illustrate each letter in the alphabet, producing wonderful alphabet posters for their 
classroom. The alphabet grew out of newly acquired knowledge, was intimately connected to 
firsthand experiences of the children, and communicated some of what they had learned to the 
“world.”  
 

 
Students chose words from the “Predictable Chart” to illustrate each letter in the alphabet 
 
 
Some highlights of the curriculum: 
••  Children made weekly visits to the study site at Forest Hills cemetery to study the flora and 

the fauna, and sculptures created with natural materials 
 
Literacy 
••  They recorded their observations in their science notebooks through dictation, drawing, 

sounding out and writing words (Writers Workshop) 
••  They wrote in their journals, created interactive writing charts, brainstormed words, and 

painted pictures to create a classroom alphabet 
••  Children developed literacy skills, phonemic awareness (letters, sounds and writing skills) in 

context of what they were learning. 
••  They read big books, fiction and non-fiction literature, rookie-reader science books, poems, 

charts and songs which developed their comprehension skills (part of Readers Workshop) 
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Science:   
• they developed the skills of inquiry and subject matter, science vocabulary (pudding stone, 

hemlock cones, path, rustle, exo-skeleton, emerge, life-cycle, habitat) 
••  Children drew maps of Forest Hills, and served as guides for their parents to take them 

around the cemetery (social studies, mapping skills, language skills). 
 
Math 
••  We followed the BPS Investigations Math units (TERC).  The children’s collections of 

chestnuts, pine cones, hemlock cones, acorns, chestnut burrs, and stones were easily 
incorporated into the math units.  (sorting, patterns, geometry, number sense, counting, 
graphing) 

••  Children continued developing their math language (shape, patterns, graphs, 2 & 3-D models, 
repeat, predict, sort, and names of shapes). 

 
Assessment 
In addition to requisite Boston Public School assessments in math, science and literacy, we do 
informal assessment based on observations of students at work, while drawing, in conversation, 
during formal presentations to adult family members during Family Presentations and to the 
school during Community Meetings.  Perhaps the most “telling” informal assessment appears 
when students explain what they have learned; students talk about what can be seen inside a 
terrarium; students explain the different components of a model they have built to an “outside” 
visitor to the classroom, i.e. a person who does not really know much about what the curriculum 
has been, and therefore is not likely to “prompt” the answer.  
 
We hear from adult family members how their children are sharing what they have learned, and 
sometimes even teach new things to their families!  Our Student Portfolios include work samples 
from different points of the year plus assessments. And, of course, we analyze student sketch 
books and journals. 
 
Our Findings 
At the end of the first year of “Learning to Read Nature’s Book,” the students were all at grade 
level or above according to the assessments—a significant improvement over the previous school 
year.  
 
 
THE MTEPE (BOAT) PROJECT 
My second big project was the Mtepe project.  (Mtepe is the Swahili word for boat). This was an 
outgrowth a larger project begun three years ago by my colleague and friend Lucy Montgomery, 
also a social studies and history teacher in Boston.  We set out to discover the connections 
between Africa and China, with a desire to highlight Africa’s participation in silk route trade, via 
land and ocean.  It was while we were traveling in China that I said, “we have to write a 
children’s book that tells this story.”  That’s when we began to focus on what we needed to know 
in order to tell the story for young children.   
 
This story is a part of the history of the children, mostly African American, in my classroom that 
that connects back to their roots and ancestry, but is not told in the history books.  This is a story 
about Africa that is not about slavery, but about travel and trade in the Indian Ocean before the 
appearance of the Europeans.   
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“Malindi’s Journey” is a children’s book that tells the story of a giraffe who traveled from Africa 
to China with the treasure ships of Zheng He, a famous Chinese explorer of the early 15th 
century.  This story highlights the early contact between Africa and China, the rich civilizations 
along the East African coast, Chinese explorers in the Indian Ocean, and the trade which was 
thriving along the east coast of Africa for centuries before European influence.  Malindi’s 
Journey will guide teachers and students in exploring the richness of Africa from a non-European 
perspective, through the Silk Routes via sea and land. 
 
I had just returned from East Africa about two weeks before school started in 2004, where we 
had learned about Swahili history and trade with China, and boatbuilding.  I knew that I wanted 
to build an mtepe with the students in my classroom that connected to the schools water 
curriculum, but I didn’t know what form it would take.     
 

   
Talking with a boat builder in   Model of an Mtepe from Lamu, Kenya in my classroom that students 
Malindi, Kenya    used to learn about boat parts and make a model for a larger scale model. 
 
 
We first connected to boats during one of our monthly visits to the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston.  Students looked at models and paintings of boats 
from different cultures around the world, and went to the art 
studio and made their own boats out of recycled materials.  
Back at school, they wrote boat stories about where they 
would travel to on their boat. 

 
 

 

Students sharing learning and their recycled boats at the all-school 
community meeting 

 

Young boy in Malindi, Kenya with 
his boat he made from recycled 
materials 
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When I discovered that John Rowse, a 4th/5th grade teacher at Young Achievers was also a boat 
builder, I asked him if he would like to collaborate on building an mtepe.  Not only would this be 
a wonderful learning vehicle for our water curriculum, but through learning about the mtepe we 
would learn about East Africa.  This would also be a perfect connection to the structures 
thematic unit later that year.  John was also interested in teaching his 4th-5th graders math and 
science skills through boat building, so we (myself, John, and Ms. Leslie Grant, a parent and 
community teacher at Young Achievers) decided to collaborate and build an mtepe.   
 
 
Highlights of this curriculum included: 
• Parental involvement:  parents got involved in the boat building 
• Boat building was integrated with the water curriculum (part of the national science 

standards) 
• Math: Kindergarten students engaged in multiple learning experiences to develop a deeper 

understanding of 2- and 3- dimensional objects.  These experiences included visits to the 
Museum of Fine Arts to observe paintings and other art objects and then sketch and create 
their own 2- and 3-d artwork using different materials including clay, straws, and recycled 
materials. These learning experiences were a natural fit with our TERC math curriculum unit 
“Making Shapes and Building Blocks (Exploring Geometry). 

• Students measured whales that lived on the east coast of Africa using unifix cubes.  They 
wanted to know what whales lived in the ocean.  Measuring and counting by fives and tens is 
part of the TERC curriculum and the national kindergarten math standards. 

• After reading “The Alphabet of Boats,” a Readers’ Workshop book, children worked in 
cooperative groups to experiment building different types of boats in the block area. 

• Geography and culture: Kindergarten students learned about global and cultural connections 
(Africa, China, Islam), and learned geography skills of the United States and East Africa 

• Students wrote in journals and reflected on their work (writing and literacy).   
Lucy and I created a special Mtepe log for the kindergarteners to record their learning: 
Below are some pages from one students’ log:  observational drawing, labeling the parts, 
drawing and labeling the tools, observing, drawing and naming shapes and materials 

• Cross-age learning experience with younger and older students 
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After reading “The Alphabet of Boats,” a Readers’ Workshop book, children worked in cooperative 
groups to experiment building different types of boats in the block area 

During Math Workshop, we used unifix cubes to count by 10’s to 
measure the length of a whale that lives in the Indian Ocean. 

 

 
Through geography, students made connections between where they live on the east coast of the  
United States and the east coast of Africa, where the mtepe was from. 
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Parent and community teacher Leslie Grant teaching students to closely 
observethe details of the mtepe as they draw in their journals. 

 
Isaia’s observational drawing of the mtepe

Isaia’s (age 6) Mtepe Log 

 
Isaia’s Mtepe Log:  labeling the parts 

Isaia’s Mtepe Log:  Tools 
 

Isaia’s Mtepe Log:  Shapes 
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During this project, kindergarteners were able 
to learn how to use a metric ruler; some of the 
older kindergarteners (the 5-year olds) were 
able to understand the metric system.  In 
contrast, the 4th and 5th graders were struggling 
through a linear analysis of the same 
information, trying to place 10s and 100s and 
“give the right answer.”  Because the 
kindergarteners had multiple experiences in 
grouping and counting objects by 5s and10s, 
they were able to apply this knowledge when 
they made measurements for the mtepe.  Some 
of the kindergarteners were able to read 
dimensions to the 100th place with the decimal 
accurately placed. 
 
The point I’m trying to make here is that all of 
the learning experiences we had in and outside 
of the classroom contribute to the children’s 

learning and achievement.  Learning doesn’t just take place in the classroom.  It was the 
children’s experiences going to the Museum of Fine Arts (accompanied by parents), being able 
to understand what a 2- and 3-dimensional object is, being able to observe something closely 
helps refine their eyes to be able to track print to be able to read, understand how math is a part 
of their everyday experience, and how the community is their classroom as well.   
 
 
STRUCTURES 
We studied local structures and architecture in our community (our school, the new mosque in 
Roxbury) and structures of the world.  We read about Mayan temples, Egyptian pyramids, the 
Leaning tower of Pisa, mosques in East Africa and China, the Great Wall of China, and the 
Greek Parthenon.  We read big books, fiction, non-fiction, watched videos about these famous 

 

Measuring activities using a metric ruler 

 

Kindergarteners and 4th/5th graders laying down the lines for the mtepe model 
holes in the keel together 

 
Kindergarteners and 4th/5th 
graders drilling 
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structures of the world.  We located the structures on a map and a globe, identifying countries 
and cities.  Children then worked in cooperative groups and chose the structure they wanted to 
learn more about and build.  
 
Children started by building and their questions emerged: 
• How strong can I make a structure? 
• How many blocks can I pile on top of a structure before it falls down? 
• Can I build a structure large enough for my body to fit in? 
• How long can I make it? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Building the Leaning Tower of Pisa 

 

 
             The Great Wall of China stretches through the block area 

What students want you to know about the 
Leaning Tower of Pisa 
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Students looked at pictures of mosques in books 
and at photographs of mosques I had taken in 
China, Kenya and Tanzania.  They then built their 
own mosques in the block area.   
 

 
We then visited a mosque under construction in our 
community of Roxbury, Massachusetts.  We toured 
the site with the head architect wearing hard hats. 
We interviewed the architect, and he helped us read 
and understand the original blueprints which he 
then gave to us for our classroom.  We made 
observational drawings of the mosque, counted the 
different shapes and identified the architectural 
details.   

 
Back in the classroom over following two 
weeks, we created architectural, math and 
science word walls.  During interactive 
writing time, students sounded-out each 
word as a group. Each student had an 
opportunity to form the letters to write the 
word.  Students wrote the words and 
illustrated the pictures for the words for 

the wall.  In writing the words they learned and practiced forming letters for words that were 
meaningful to them. 
 
Students then used the word walls as a part of their morning reading program.  They would go 
around the classroom using pointers and point to the words, and in this way were able to 
integrate the words into their vocabulary.  They learned how to read, spell and use these words in 
their writing. 

 
Word Wall with architectural vocabulary side by side 
with pictures of mosques in China and East Africa. 

 

Seth’s mosque construction from blocks 

 

 
Touring the mosque under construction in Roxbury, 
Massachusetts wearing hard hats 
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Through all these activities, children continued to 
develop their academic and questioning skills and 
their content knowledge.  Throughout the learning 
process I continued to assess the students’ learning, 
so that I could make modifications when necessary 
through direct teaching instruction, to ensure that 
all students were meeting the benchmarks. This is 
critical to understand.  One of the misconceptions 

of thematic teaching is that direct instruction and basic skills fall by the wayside.  I’m saying that 
project-based education can be engaging and inspiring at the same time as students learn to 
master basic skills.   

Back in the classroom, students worked in cooperative groups to 
build their own mosques. Here, one group of student builds their 
mosque from plastic connectors, using what they remembered after 
their fieldtrip. This process serves as one form of assessing what the 
students learned and retained from their field trip to the mosque.  

Students observing and sketching their mosque. 
The actual mosque blueprints hang on the bulletin 
board in the background. 

The original mosque blueprints were displayed on 
the bulletin board in the classroom block area. 
Students were able to read the blueprints throughout 
the school day and identify architectural details 
(minaret, arch, dome), and math vocabulary (prism, 
semi-circle, cube, oval) which they could then use 
and integrate into their daily vocabulary.. 

Another group of students works cooperatively to construct a mosque 
out of plastic construction straws. 
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Assessment 
Assessment is used as a tool to inform instruction for teachers.  It allows a teacher to know 
where students are in their learning process, and what the next steps are for your instruction as a 
teacher. 
 
To assess all of the 
learning, we used 
portfolios, student and 
parent interviews, and 
Boston Public School 
assessments, including 
Concepts about Print, 
Developmental Reading 
Assessment, Writing 
Sample, Boston city-
wide math and science 
assessments. 
 
What the data showed 
was that students were 
all at grade level or 
above according to the 
assessments, and that there was a significant improvement over the previous school year.  Worth 
mentioning is that their reading comprehension skills and vocabulary were notably high. 
 
Teachers and students as intellectuals  
 
Education is a civil right. Teachers must think of themselves as scholars and activists. In order to 
develop more meaningful, intellectually rigorous and engaging curriculum, we must research 
information and have the opportunity to think deeply about the content.  Although we often have 
neither the time nor the access to resources to conduct our own research, we have to find ways to 
connect what we’re passionate about with what we’re being asked to teach students.  I believe 
this is how we’ll awaken our students’ passion for learning.  
 
Teachers need to translate the standards and frameworks from paper to actual change in 
classroom practices.  Engaging kids at a deeper level allows them to see themselves as 
intellectuals and understand that learning is a life-long process. The great Brazilian educator 
Paulo Friere spoke of reading the world as well as the word. We should look at our students not 
as mere recipients of knowledge handed down from above, but as people capable of constructing 
meaning and producing knowledge.   
 
We want to broaden our students’ scope of the world – whoever our students are.  Our students – 
Black, Asian, Latino, White, should have the right and freedom to know the world, beginning 
with themselves.  When this is so, they will be able to step into the shoes of others, begin to 
construct knowledge that is authentic, and thereby a new reality.  This is the real standard we 
should meet. 
 
 

 

A class history written and illustrated by the students is a way for them to document their 
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