Summer/Fall 2010

Displayed Documentation: An Study of Nests
***Intro about possible meaning of the importance of nests to the children
Part I. Pteranadon Nest

	
	

Finding chicken eggs in nesting boxes…

            …a brown one…

                              …a pink one…

“I think there is a chick inside.”



	


Julia and Maya begin to construct a nest on the construction platform. Blue straws are nesting materials, cocktail stirrers are “candy sea snakes” (for food) and translucent lids are Pteranadon eggs. 


	





	


Ryan does not talk to the girls, and they do not talk to him, but he adds to the nest which is quickly expanding in complexity.
	



	
	


“They can have little mats
to make it cozy.”



Dramatizations are interspersed with acts of construction. 
	“I’ll be the mommy this time.”
“We can both be the mommy this time.”

“I know our babies will hatch very soon.”

“Here’s some candy sea snakes for a treat.”

“Let’s get a net to catch fish.”
“I’ll go catch some cheese fish.” 
“Blueberry fishes, greenberry fishes, redberry fishes…”
“These are strawberry fish and cherry fish.” 
“Get them to our nest.”
	



	
	
With only ten minutes left to play, the girls decide to hatch their eggs. They both sit on the nest and discuss keeping the babies safe from meat-eaters. 
“Lisa, will you be a Tyrannosaurus Rex?”
Lisa agrees, warning them that she makes a 


very ferocious Tyrannosaurus Rex. Maya and Julia are very protective mothers. Ultimately, they save their babies. 

	
	Maya and Julia want to save their nest for the next school day. They make signs to help save their nests.

“No” (No cleaning up)

“Our Nest”

The clips around the edges of the signs seem to add to the importance of the messages.



	
Next school day, Maya brings a nest which she has made at home. She and Julia are initially excited to work on the nest again, however, little time passes in the play before it appears that the richness of the previous day has gone. Maya leaves the game to do pegboards. Julia seems to have switched from intentional transformations of classroom materials into nesting needs to simply pouring more objects onto what now resembles a pile of stuff. 
	



Ryan, however, continues his end of the project with a short playscript in which he hatches a clutch of eggs.




As a Reggio-inspired educator, my job is to invite and sustain a culture of inquiry. Sometimes this can be achieved by slowing down the learning process. Are Maya and Julia really no longer interested in the Pteranadon nest? Or did the learning process the day before move too quickly to the meat-eater climax? Is it too late to slow things down and re-launch interest in the Pteranadon nest project? 

On the fly, I decide I must try. I invite Julia and Maya to reflect on their nest. Ideally there would be other four-year-olds for Julia and Maya to present to, peers who could offer constructive criticism and rekindle interest. I attempt to simulate this: How will the babies find their toys? their food? How would you feel as a baby in this nest? While we are having the discussion, my questions feel contrived to me. I feel I am too involved. It is not the natural process that could emerge in a peer group. The girls agree to sort the types of items into baskets, so that they can rethink their design. 

	
	The classified nest with categories for nesting materials, toys, small food, big food, protection from meat eaters, things to keep them cozy…

Note: “sorting” involves organizing objects into categories chosen by someone else. “classification” is more challenging and involves creating categories into which to sort a collection of objects. 


I find it significant that on day 2, the girls remembered all the transformations they had assigned on day 1. The nest had not become a pile of stuff. I believe there is potential to both revive the nest play and slow down the learning process. 

	I set up a station for studying nests in the classroom. On a round piece of burlap, I displayed a bird nest, a wasp nest, a model of a hatching dinosaur, and the nest that Maya had brought to school. I also found a picture in a book, a drawing of a dinosaur nest. I put the basket of loupes and magnifying glasses by the collection. My goal is not for the children to make a more 
	


realistic nest, but rather to encourage them to consider the project from ever-increasing points of view. 

How will they respond to this research invitation? How will the respond to the invitation to make a plan for their second building of the nest? If this is their first time drawing a plan, how much support will they need? How much should I give?



While looking at the nests, Maya announces that they need to make their new nest round. Julia and Maya choose a large paper to draw their plan on. They start by each drawing a medium round shape. I have been finding it difficult to get them to collaborate and begin with more forethought. I remind myself that this is likely the first time they have been asked to work together in this particular manner. They decide the circles are too small and start again on the other side of the paper. This time Julia draws a big, big round shape which they both then add too. They occasionally talk as they draw:

	That’s a toy.			Look at my flower.
I’m going to draw the big ball. It has to be big. 
That’s a big, big fish. That’s its tail. Here is its mouth. 
I want to show min too. I want to show what it really is. (large pom pom)
If I wanted to write my name, I would go…
So we have a wall too.
I drew the poison in the nest in case meat-eaters come in the nest.

	


So I’ll draw the eggs right in the middle: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12.
<to Kirsten> And you can be one of the meat-eaters, but not yet…This is to keep YOU out.
I think it’s all done. I think it’s all done.
We forgot the raft and these two wooden apples.
I actually need a break too.

During the drawing of the plan, I encouraged Julia and Maya to decide what to draw before they drew it, when needed to look a little then draw a little, and to think if there is anything else that should be included in the plan. 

	

Fifteen minutes seemed to be the maximum drawing time for them. They then lay down on the carpet to have a rest after announcing, “I think it’s done.”

	



An initial glance at the plan might lead one to believe it represents an unplanned pile, however, close inspection shows there is organization at work here. The nest itself has been organized by the roundness of the initial circle. Julia explains her placement of the poison. Maya draws the wall along the edge.

Where do we go from here? Will the girls be able to create roundness with the three dimensional materials? What does the plan mean once work begins? Will Ryan rejoin the endeavor? When will the girls feel they know me well enough to risk inviting me to transform into a meat eater?

I think after inviting the girls to share their work up until this point (and review their learning process), I will leave the next step as much to their direction as possible.



I had a rough draft of a panel ready at assembly the following school day so that Maya and Julia could share their work-in-progress with the other children and be themselves reminded of their process. 

	They point to photos of themselves, exclaiming, “That’s me!”
I ask questions to prompt them to describe their process of building the initial nest. They answer with single words and short phrases. However, when I ask Maya about the photo of her with the nest she brought from 
	


home, she explains it more thoroughly: 
	“What did you bring to school that day, Maya?”
	“The nest. I used part of a ball to be the egg. Then when the egg is hard, I used comfy things and a bowl for the nest. Then the nest with an egg and a little something they needed to keep warm from the cold.”

	
	

They return to short phrases in response to my questions when time comes to share about the plan they made. The boys do not contribute any commentary or constructive criticism.



We return to the classroom to rebuild the nest while referencing the plan. I want to give them space and see what happens, but I feel compelled to remind them that they had decided to make the nest round this time. They seem to begin construction the same way they had initially. 

	
	

Then Julia begins to make a circular outline for the nest out of the blue straws (twigs). “I’m bringing them all around the nest,” she explains.  

	
Every now and then I remind them to reference their plan. They begin to notice that some of their ideas were left out of the plan. “We’ll have to figure out to put them without looking at the plan…I’ll put these off to the side,” they decide.
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The process of rebuilding requires quite a bit of negotiation:
	

We’re starting with the white. 
How about these candy sea snakes. 
We don’t need any more blue straws. 
And now I can sit on on it.
No! You can’t yet!
How about these candy sea snakes now? 
Maya! 
We bonked bottoms!
How about the nets for fishing?
I got something
That’s okay Maya
I’ll put these off to the side.
	Maya. Fish. FISH!
The fish is at the top of the nest.
We didn’t draw goody bags!
Now let’s put this fish.
Yeah, we didn’t draw goody bags.
Those are small fish. Actually Julia those are small fish
Now there’s dried oranges they can eat
Fish
Dried oranges
Fish
Dried oranges
Fish.
No it’s not!
I picked it out and I know what it is
I know what it is
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The nest is transferred from the platform to a wide flat cardboard box where it can be stored safely under the light table while Julia is on vacation. When she returns, the girls revisit their work, but it seems that no new ideas emerge at this time. 

Days go by as I wait for developments. It seems a new provocation is needed to relaunch the study of nests. 

A nest-making station is available to the children when they return to school.



	There are a variety of soft things and things that could remind the children of twigs or other nest building materials. Maya and Julia are immediately interested. Julia chooses blue acrylic sheeting for her nest canvas. Maya chooses a white packing foam square.
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Maya’s nest					Julia’s nest
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Julia also brings a homemade nest to school.
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Later in the month, Maya brings to school a precious eggshell that she has taped together in a milk carton nest to keep it safe. (See the Humpty Dumpty Project for more of the story of this eggshell.)
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Excerpt from the daily diary:
	“Mommy is not a mammal anymore because she doesn’t have babies in her tummy,” explains Maya as she and Julia work on a new edition of their pteranodon nest.

“My mommy is still a mammal, and she doesn’t have babies in her tummy anymore,” says Julia, offering constructive criticism to Maya’s mammal theory.

“Are your daddies mammals?” I pose the question to understand their theories better and to offer my own constructive criticism. 

“Yes,” replies Julia. Making meaning of the category 
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of “mammal” is a task that comes up often at our school.
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	Julia explains that they are going to pretend to be the dinosaurs who ruled the Earth after the meteor. The possibility of extinction by meteor is too scary today. 

“Why is it called a ‘meteor’?” asks Julia.

“That’s a good question,” replies her mother. “I don’t know. Does anyone else know?”

“How could we find out, Julia?” I ask, wondering what Julia considers to be good sources of information. If she says books or computers, I can assist her in finding out the word origins herself. Then we can look on a map at countries of the world…my mind is way ahead with the hundred possible ways we could go from here, but it all hinges of Julia’s answer. 



As so often happens, she brings up possibility 101: 

“I think it’s called ‘meteor’ because of the meat eaters.”

Julia’s choice to see herself as a source of knowledge has, as with my on-the-spot brainstorm, brought her to meaning-making through exploration of word origin. Her experience, however, is with English rather than Greek or Latin, so she looks at the English language for possible origins for the unexplained word. 

	Maya would like Lisa (Julia’s mom) to pretend to be a meat eater as they act out their pteranodon play script. The world seems to be a scary place for Julia today. Although Lisa has safely played a meat eater before, a new possibility has crossed Julia’s mind. What if we scare the meat eater away and mommy never comes back? She is angry at Maya for the possible dissolution of her family. It is a big 
	


accomplishment for her not to cry in this moment. 

Instead, she tells Maya very clearly, “I love my mommy a lot, more than you love your mommy.” 

“Why do you say that Maya doesn’t love her mommy very much?” I quietly ask Julia. 

Julia reveals that even in a moment of crisis, she has been trying to make meaning of Maya’s actions in the context of her own feelings by making theories about what is going on in Maya’s mind: “Because she wants to scare mommy away, and I never want to scare my mommy away.” Julia is making meaning of her friend’s actions and of what it means to pretend at the same time. 






Maya and Julia’s study involved issues of more depth than simply the theme of nests. The following excerpt from the Daily Diary discusses a well-worn playscript of theirs, illustrating storylines of self-preservation and family security:

Today nine additional bags of sand (the amount predicted by Maya and Dylan as being needed to fill the sandbox to the top) stimulated much interest in the sandbox, including a reenactment of what seems to be Maya and Julia’s favorite play script. The playscript formula goes like this: 
Some danger is anticipated: a storm, attack by meat eaters, the cold of winter, etc
The girls need to quickly build a dwelling (house, nest, barn) and stock it with everything they need for survival (or for the survival of their babies). The girls to start out carefully arranging their collection of survival materials, but as the collection grows, so does disorder and thoughtfully chosen transformations become less important. 
The girls then fortify the dwelling against anticipated dangers
Sometimes the playscript reaches the oncoming of the anticipated danger and sometimes it does not. 

	
	
Today the danger was a storm. They filled the sand box with many play objects available outside as well as some things from nature such as seed pods from the mimosa branch Dylan had brought to school. There was some talk of babies, but it was unclear to me what animals (or humans) they were pretending to be. A brief disagreement about birds, eggs and nests seemed unresolved. 




Then the armaments went up:


     Safety lights and trucks all around		       Rakes and shovels carefully places point up
	The storm hit just after bedtime. The girls rushed to cover themselves with sand bags, but the still felt vulnerable. Dylan suggested using the large waffle bricks to build a shelter. The girls instead ran around the yard trying to decide where best to find shelter from the storm. The storm was all but forgotten when an even greater danger came. They assigned me to play the hungry lion, an honored role for a trusted person. After much chasing and screaming, the lion
	


was banished once more into nonexistence. 

Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky originally brought it to the attention of the world that in play, a child stands a head taller than himself, meaning that in self-directed play, children rise above their average behavior to accomplish things that are beyond their years. 

	
	
In their fantasy play, Julia and Maya are powerful and self-sufficient. They are strong enough to take on storms and lions without an adult at their side. Not only do they feed themselves, take their own baths and put themselves to bed, but they also care for each other and often for babies as well. And throughout it all they author exciting tales of peril and survival. 



Maya and Julia’s survival playscript reminds me of my own childhood fantasy games with my good friend, Lynne. I only remember as far back as elementary school, but the themes of our play were similar. We were always rabbits or squirrels, making houses out of branches and leaves, gathering food for the winter. This play fed much of my favorite academic endeavors at school such as authoring fictional stories about the lives of personified animals, devouring novels about children who had to survive in the wild, researching the history of domestic life, and learning about our planet’s ecosystems. 

Even remembering the significant satisfaction I got from my own play and knowing where my schooling took me because of the playscripts I had rehearsed so often with Lynne, there is so much that is out of my adult reach when it comes to children’s fantasy play. I want to know, and at the same time, I know that I will never understand every detail of the whys whats and hows that make fantasy play a child’s work. I do know that it is impossible to synthesize a curriculum as rich, complicated, natural and effective at teaching as the curriculum the children craft themselves. All I can do is create and maintain the intellectual environment that supports and makes visible their thinking and learning processes. 




Listening deeply to children takes time. Documenting children’s work allows us the time to revisit what perhaps we didn’t hear clearly the first time. I have heard people ask why many of the documented stories we see from Reggio contain photographs in black and white and tell stories of children from long ago. As long as we continue to read the documented stories and reflect on them with new people and with our ever-growing understandings of young children, the stories remain fresh and relevant. It is likely that Maya, Julia and Ryan’s stories of nests and related play will continue to teach me as I read and share them for years to come. Looking back through the documentation now, I am making connections that I did not see when I captured the photos and originally wrote about their work.


One thing I did not notice the first time around and only realize now that I am compiling these related mini stories into the tale of a larger study is as follows: 

The day that Julia came back from vacation and the girls revisited their Pteranadon nest, it seemed that they had no new ideas for extending their study of nests. Now I see how wrong I was. Revisiting their nest itself relaunched the project as I had hoped, but at the time, I failed to see the connection. Luckily the documentation allows me to see it now and share it here:

	
	On a trip around the property to look at developing fruit on the trees, the children came across the bale of straw we have ready for when we clean the henhouse. Straw is a wonderful loose material with many joyful possibilities as the children were quick to discover. They took handfuls of it back to the play

	yard with them. 

After an initial exploration with throwing the straw, the children were inspired to continue their research with the pteranadon nest by building a barn to protect the animals during a cold, cold winter. At the time I missed the connection between barn and nest, between the danger of winter and the danger of meat-eaters. 
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The grapes were in need of their summer pruning, but I had been waiting to do this until the time was right for the children to use the prunings. The barn in winter playscript seemed the opportune time. 
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