
Right in front of a Head Start center, 
the entire street was being dug up to 
lay new gas, water, and electric lines. 
Each morning caregivers and their 
two-, three-, and four-year-old children 
hurried along the designated walk 
spaces, covering their ears to soften the 
cacophony of jackhammers, drilling, and 
the engines of powered machines. The 
 children appeared tiny and vulnerable 
against the backdrop of massive cranes 
lifting and positioning huge metal pipes, 
tractors scooping mountains of rock, 
dump trucks coming and going, and the 
workers operating the great machines. 
The blaring permeated the classrooms 
during the day and accompanied them 
as they left for home at the end of the 
day.

One teacher of four-year-olds noticed 
that as the children were being rushed 
to and from school, many craned their 
necks to see what was happening. She 
wondered what the children thought 
about the construction with its ceaseless 
noise. One morning, when the children 
gathered as a group, she asked, “What’s 

happening on our street?” Their atten-
tion was immediate, and everyone had 
something to say. 

One child stood up, spread his arms 
wide, and shouted excitedly: “They are 
digging a big, big hole in the street!”

Another, stretching his arms up said: 
“The machine lifts great big rocks.” 
And then turning his body said, “Spins 
around. Lifts them high.” And as his 
body crashed to the floor said, “Then 
drops them in the truck.”

Another child said, “People are making 
the hole bigger using the machine 
that sounds like my refrigerator, but 
louder.” 

The teacher asked, “Why are they 
doing this?” The children weren’t too 
sure, although many agreed that it was 
to make a brand-new street. She asked, 
“How can we find out? “We could go 
look at it!” they told her. “We could 
ask the people doing the work.” Their 
teacher asked them if they’d like to go 
out in front of the school to take a closer 
look. They talked about safety rules, 
where they would stand, and how they 
would stand. She felt their excitement 
grow as they got their jackets. They 
assembled in front of the building and 
began to watch. Workers waved, and 
they waved back. 

One child pointed to the tractor and 
shouted, “Look! They are scooping all the 
dirt and rocks.” 

Another, watching the tractor operator 
intently, said, “I wish I could ride that!” 

Another shouted, “This is amazing!” 

Later, when they talked together about 
what they had seen, the teacher realized 
that, unlike other discussions, this time 
everyone had something to say. During 
dramatic play the children became the 
great machines and the workers. She 
noticed a new intensity to their play, 
greater detail, and how well they simu-
lated the sounds they had heard outside. 
They constructed trucks and  tractors out 
of blocks and replicated the work they had 
seen and heard. Most of all she noticed 
how they worked together.

This was just the beginning. The teacher 
spoke with some of the workers and 
arranged for one of them to talk with the 
children. He suggested they come out 
again two days later when a crane would 
be lifting massive pipes and  positioning 
them in the ground.

As planned, the worker, James, joined 
the children as they again stood in front 
of their school. As James spoke with 
them, their teacher was taken with the 
children’s intense concentration — and 
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obvious admiration. One asked, “Why 
are you doing this?” James directed their 
attention first to a stack of large pipes, 
then to the massive arm of the crane 
lifting one, slowly turning, then carefully 
placing it in the hole. He said, “We are 
putting the pipes in the ground so that 
you have gas in your stoves, so that your 
stoves work, and so you can eat.” Their 
teacher was intrigued by the connection 
between James and the children: how 
poignant their questions, how seriously 
James responded to the questions, how 
he communicated so clearly, the easy 
rapport he had with the children — and 
how much James seemed to be enjoying 
the exchange. For the next few months 
the children and their teacher followed 
the process to completion, continuing to 
observe and learn from the workers.

Other classes also investigated the 
construction. Teachers spoke with and 
sent letters home to caregivers and 
parents about their study of the construc-
tion work. They began to notice that as 
 children approached the school they 
slowed, even stopped to look at what was 
happening while talking endlessly to the 
adults in their lives about what they were 
seeing. Workers waved and the children 
— and the adults — waved back.

Something Important  
Had Happened

The teacher knew something important 
had happened with the children as indi-
viduals and as a group, their families, and 
the workers — and for her. They were 
all changed by this experience. She and 
the children had shared the excitement 
of going out together onto the street, of 
observing together, of talking with the 
workers. Following each venture out to 
the worksite in front of the school, they 
eagerly shared their observations during 
class discussion. Their teacher noticed 
how attentively they  listened to each 
other. When they re created the drama 
of the construction in dramatic play and 

with blocks, she noticed the richness of 
detail in their actions, facial expressions, 
and sounds — their total involvement. 
This form of self-expression was just as 
 natural to them as their laughing and 
running. Children who usually worked 
hard to express their ideas in words 
were as fluent as their peers. Through 
discussion, play, drawing, and painting, 
the children’s individual experiences 
were pooled, thereby enlarged, forming 
a composite understanding, a collective 
recollection that became part of who they 
were together.

To venture outward together and engage 
with the sensory overload of noise 
and action on the street, the children 
had to rely on and trust their teacher 
to ensure their safety. Through the 
repeated experiences outward and their 
work in the classroom, this trust grew 
stronger and enlarged to include their 
classmates, and also the workers. The 
workers, whose knowledge and skill so 
impressed the children, offered models 
to emulate in their play — and in their 
lives. Throughout the experience, the 
teacher modeled curiosity, respect for 
people and their work, and for children’s 
opinions, ideas, questions. Their world 
had become larger and at the same time 
more  intimate.

The children learned that there are 
explanations for what is happening in 
the world around them, and that they 
can investigate to learn more. They asked 
their own questions, many of which grew 
from the experience of observing, and 
more importantly, found that they could 
find the answers. They had an oppor-
tunity to see how aspects of the world 
are logically related to each other. The 
machines, the workers, the hole in the 
street, the noise, and the pipes all lead to 
their families being able to cook dinner on 
their stoves. They saw that things didn’t 
‘just happen.’

In a sense, by venturing outside their 
classrooms as a group, they were partici-

pating in and learning to read the world. 
In sharing their ideas with their class-
mates and adults, considering the ideas 
of others, forming relevant questions, 
and finding answers from primary 
sources, they were becoming a part of 
the world around them, all of which are 
essential to becoming thinking, feeling 
individuals and educated people.

Seeing the Ordinary  
in a New Way

A construction site right in front of 
the school building is not an everyday 
occurrence. And the world children 
live in is a large place. The question, 
“With whom and how do you connect?” 
may sound daunting. But the answer is 
much simpler than one might expect. 
This teacher was alert to what inter-
ested the children and saw what we 
might consider ordinary in a new way; 
she penetrated the familiar and found 
a way to explore and wonder about it 
along with the children. She placed the 
human connection with the construction 
workers in the forefront. Through that 
connection, the children were able to 
understand better what was happening 
on the street and how they and their 
families were linked to the workers and 
their work, and to feel more connected to 
the world around them. 

One way to get a sense of what ‘speaks’ 
to children is to go on walks with them, 
all the while being alert to what  children 
say and what seems to spark their 
interest. Walks can be simple and short 
— in the school, on the school block, 
on shopping avenues, to construction 
sites, or to a community garden. Doing 
the walk beforehand on your own or 
with a colleague is essential to seeing 
the possibilities: to see the world as the 
 children would, to capture the child’s 
eye view. On such walks, many teachers 
see the neighborhood as if for the first 
time and form connections with people 
who deepen their understanding of what 
they are seeing. 
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This child’s realization reflects the child’s 
outward movement and expanding interest 
in her environment. A child who was content 
to sit and talk while riding a bus might 
now be interested in where the bus ends, 
and where it begins. The intense interest of 
many five-year-olds in roads and bridges 
and almost any form of transportation can 
be thought of as a metaphor for their own 
movement outward. How  children come 
to school, how their family  members get to 
work, all the ways they travel, are all topics 
for classroom discussion and can lead to 
trips to observe boats on the river, to an 
airport, as well as going on a bus ride or 
a subway ride — in each case keeping the 
human connections in the forefront. 

Whatever age you teach, penetrate the 
seemingly familiar world around you that is 
available to everyone, regardless of setting. 
Like the teacher who  visited her students’ 
neighborhood and unexpectedly became 
a part of it,  venturing outward with your 
 children, whether to a construction site in 
front of the school building, the local green 
 grocer to buy ingredients to cook apple 
sauce, or to a bus depot to see how  busses 
are repaired, the connections that are formed 
fuel an investment in the world. Children 
become participants. They learn that their 
questions are important and that they have 
the ability to discover the answers. 

These encounters are powerful because they 
spark children’s imaginations; stimulate 
their desire to know more; give them some-
thing to talk about with their families, give 
the class common experiences to get excited 
about, discuss, and express in their play 
— and they are fun. It is from these kinds 
of experiences that a sense of belonging 
and responsibility grows. Ultimately, the 

venturing 
outward is 
a hopeful 
 ‘experiment  
with the world.’

— n —

Such visits forge human connections that 
can be just as important to the workers 
as to the  children. People become more 
than the job they do.  Children also have 
the opportunity to discover the intimate 
connections between the work being done 
and their own lives, just like the children 
who learned that the gas lines installed on 
their school street enabled their families 
to cook. 

The life of a preschool classroom offers 
opportunities to go beyond the walls of 
the school: 

 n Cooking in the classroom can lead to a 
small group shopping trip to a  grocery 
store for ingredients. 

 n Adding a classroom pet can require a 
trip to the local pet shop or to a veteri-
narian’s office if the pet gets sick. 

At five and six, children are still grounded 
in their immediate world but that world is 
expanding. 

The question of where you choose to 
explore and with whom you might talk 
varies by the age of children and your 
local environment. The one constant 
is that the opportunities are there 
if you are looking for them. For the 
youngest  children — twos, threes, even 
fours — it’s helpful to look closely at 
your immediate surroundings: Who 
are the people who sustain their lives, 
people they may see every day, but who 
remain in the background — people 
who ensure their safety, such as the 
security guard, the school nurse; people 
who prepare their snacks and lunch; 
people who clean and maintain the 
school building. 

Simple walks, in small groups, to the 
nurse’s office or to the kitchen are 
opportunities to learn about what 
happens there, what tools are used, 
how workers learn their jobs, what they 
like about their jobs, whether they have 
 children, and what they like to do when 
they are not working. 

One teacher, who worked in a 
neighborhood considered unsafe, 
was required to do a neighbor hood 
study with her first graders. Though 
reluctant, even fearful, she explored 
the neighborhood on a weekend 
and found it wasn’t at all what she 
expected. Once they heard she was a 
teacher in the neighborhood, store-
owners, construction managers, and 
workers on the street treated her as 
an important member of the neigh-
borhood. In a supermarket, while 
speaking with the manager, she ran 
into some of her students and their 
families and was surprised at the ex-
citement and friendliness with which 
she was greeted. It was the first time 
she felt like she was a member of her 
children’s neighborhood, and this 
profoundly influenced the ways she 
thought about the children, their 
families, and the neighbor hood, 
which of course influenced her 
teaching in positive ways.

In a class of five-year-olds, one girl’s 
excitement over her new skill of riding 
a two-wheeler stimulated such talk 
about bikes that the class visited a 
local bike shop to see how bikes are 
serviced. The children talked about 
that visit for the rest of the year. 

A five-year-old child who had  traveled to nursery school by  subway 
every day with her mother from the time she was two, stopped 
right in front of the stairway leading to the station one morning and 
declared, “I don’t believe it!” Her mother, surprised, asked, “What is 
it?” “Well,” she replied, “They dug a hole. We go down into the hole 
to get the train. The hole goes all the way to where my school is. 
Then we get off the train, walk out of the hole, and go to school.” 

One bookkeeper in a nursery school, 
when speaking with a small group of 
four-year-olds who were fascinated that 
he handled all the money, said the thing 
he liked most about his job is that he is a 
friend to all the children. A nice senti-
ment, but until that visit he was, in fact,  
a friend to none of the children. 


