
A focus on the child
Children are at the center of an emergent curriculum.  
While the teachers we describe implemented The 
Restaurant because it was a rich opportunity for the 
children to explore the neighborhood and learn through 
an integrated curriculum, it was, crucially, rooted in the 
lives and contexts of public school students in New York 
City.  This particular study may or may not translate 

well in other contexts or with other students.  When 
planning an emergent curriculum it is important to build 
on the experiences of the students in your school and the 
strengths of your community.

Children’s knowledge and lives, outside of school, are 
a feature of The Restaurant.  Students were asked to 
use their knowledge of restaurants and food to develop 
their own questions to guide their study.  The teachers 
did this by asking their students to describe their own 
experiences with restaurants, food and cooking, and 
to brainstorm questions based on this knowledge.  
Students built on their knowledge by observing and 
recording different restaurants ,interviewing the staff and 
discussing their new learning. The students made sense 
of this new knowledge by learning the responsibilities of 
each restaurant job, designing a restaurant, planning a 

menu, and opening for business.  Emergent curriculum 
does not always culminate in a performative activity such 
as The Restaurant, but it must arise from the students’ 
experience and be integrated into their lives in authentic 
ways.

An atmosphere of shared responsibility and reflection
Leading a study like The Restaurant is complex 
conceptually, pedagogically and logistically.  Teachers are 
well-served by creating communities of practice in which 
they can plan, experiment with their teaching, reflect on 
their practice and their student’s learning, and refine their 
approach.  Bank Street College is committed to a social 
constructivist approach to learning, in which students, 
teachers and teacher coaches learn from and with one 
another.  The school in this case worked in teaching 
teams over the course of two years, with the same group 
of students.  This community effort led to an atmosphere 
of mutual responsibility for students and an openness 
to revealing one’s practice.  The curriculum, teachers’ 
practice, and positive learning outcomes for students 
were the result of this collaborative environment.

Emergent Curriculum and 
Teacher Teaming at Your School

Students were asked to use their knowledge 
of restaurants and food to develop their own 
questions to guide their study.

A menu from The Happy Café.

Mentorship
Teachers, like professionals in all fields, need systematic 
mentorship. Physicians enter the practice-based part of 
their training as interns and eventually become residents.  
Residents are then positioned to both learn from 
experienced physicians and to teach interns.  Teachers 
in this team included pre-service student teachers, a 
third-year teacher, and a teacher with a few more years 



experience.  Additionally, the team was supported 
by Peggy, a very experienced teacher and teacher 
coach.  Much like a teaching hospital where 
experienced and novice doctors work together on 
a plan of care for a patient, The Restaurant study 
was a collaborative effort. The classroom teachers 
modeled for student teachers their conscientious 
planning process, their instructional practice 
and their reflective stance.  Peggy contributed to 
the successful implementation of the study by 
acknowledging the dilemmas the teachers faced 
and their ingenuity in resolving them, by creating 
a safe and nonjudgmental space for teachers 
to try out ideas, by providing the teachers with 
resources, by asking thought-provoking questions 
and sometimes by making direct suggestions 
based on her experience and her understanding of 
the needs of the teachers and students.  

Organizational Arrangements
The “The Restaurant” study was also supported 
by the school as an organization in several ways.  
The first was that the school placed a high value 
on experiential learning, and, therefore, field trips 
were an expected part of the curriculum.   Second, 
the teachers were collaborators by design.  The 
teachers and the principal were committed to 
a looping schedule in which the teaching team 
stayed with the students for two years at a time, 
so they knew one another and the students 
well.  Third, the principal accommodated the 
culminating “restaurant days” by releasing the 
teachers to help one another in their classrooms, 
and by providing regular and sufficient time to 
meet.  Fourth, the school allocated funds to 
provide a mentor for the teaching team, and fifth, 
the school had a longstanding relationship with 
Bank Street College, which enabled them to access 
a wealth of other resources to support this type of 
teaching.
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Creating a Restaurant

• W
hat are the jobs in a 

restaurant? 

• W
hat w

ould you like to 
ask different people w

ho 
w

ork in a restaurant?

• W
hat are your 

responsibilities?

• W
hat tools do you use?

• W
hat do you w

ear?

• W
here in the restaurant 

do you w
ork? 

• W
ho do you w
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ith? 

• H
ow

 can you find out 
about the kind of 
restaurant you are in? 

• O
bservation: Sketch 
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 host and 

m
anager
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• H
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 are the tables set 
up in a restaurant?

• O
bservation: Sketch a 

full-table set up
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practicing jobs

• Setting up a table and 
counting change 
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 do the server and 
busser w
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bservation: Sketch 
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• W
ho do chefs w
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• O
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thing you noticed in the 
kitchen

• Interview
 chef

• W
hat are the jobs, tools, 

and clothing that cashiers 
have in a restaurant? 

• O
bservation:  Sketch 
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 w

hat type of 
restaurant you are in

• Interview
 

cashier/count change
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 is the restaurant 
decorated? 
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e know
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in? (m
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e, ads)

• O
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ething that 

helps you know
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Social Studies 
Essential Q
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Pre-trip

• Review
 notecards w

ith 
interview

 questions

• Practice asking 
questions

Pre-trip

• Read aloud about jobs

• W
atch video about jobs

Post-trip

• Review
 trip sheet

• Create a job chart that 
lists: 
     --Responsibilities
     --Tools
     --W

ear/Say/Do 

Post-trip

• Caption pictures and 
videos

Post-trip

• Thank you note

Post-trip
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• T shirts
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Creating a Restaurant
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hat are the w

ays w
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restaurants? 
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 do w
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 do w
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 do w
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all jobs in restaurants?
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• W

hat should w
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Q
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s

O
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Trip sheets

Sketching

Pictures

video

Charts of each job 
• Do
• Say 
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• W

ear

W
riting 

M
ural
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e

Practice 
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atic play 

area

Job application

Persuasive essay about 
w

hy you could do a 
specific job w

ell?

Review
 the elem

ents of a 
m

enu for each type of 
restaurant:
• Appetizer
• Entree
• Drinks
• Prices

W
hole group discussion: 

W
hat m

ight be a good 
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e from
 our studies?
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ily, com

m
unity, 

w
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Literacy Classroom
 

Activities


