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Context
Th e following project took place in the 
context of an afternoon developmental 
preschool classroom.  Th e class included 
13 children with identifi ed disabilities 
and three typical peers.  Th ree children 
displayed self-selected mutism, two chil-
dren with autism were completely non-
verbal and another fi ve children had 
various communication disorders that 
made much of their language diffi  cult 
to understand.
When our school began implementing 
project work, we found it diffi  cult to 
carry out long term projects in our de-
velopmental preschool classrooms pri-
marily due to the lack of language.  As 
various inclusion models became more 
widespread in our school, we noticed 
that the additional language helped 
move experiences that were once limited 
to mini investigations into ongoing, in-
depth projects. 
At the beginning of this school year, I 
had a morning class with eight typical 
peers and 12 students with disabilities.  
Th e afternoon class had only three typi-

cal peers and less language among the 
13 children with disabilities.  Based on 
past experiences, I knew that the morn-
ing class would participate in more in-
depth projects during the school year.  
At least I thought I knew, but then the 
children asked “Do you wanna come on 
my ride?”
  As I took part in their ride, I was 
reminded not to make assumptions or 
limit children by my own expectations.  
Th e zoo project continued in spite of a 
lack of verbal language and the loss of 
the typical peer that began the project.  
Th e languages of acting, drawing and 
writing were just as important in carry-
ing on the project as the verbal discus-
sions.
As you read about this project, you may 
notice letters and numbers at the bot-
tom of each page (example - F.1.12).  
Th ese relate to Indiana Foundations for 
Young Children or the Indiana Pre-
school Standards.  A complete list of the 
standards addressed through this project 
can be found at the end of the book.
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Th ere are many ways a project can start.  Some begin through 
spontaneous events that capture the interest of the children while 
others require a greater level of provocation on the part of the 
teacher.  Th e best projects are often, however, the result of the 
careful observation of children and a recognition that simple playful 
moments can grow into something more.

“Hey, do you wanna come on my ride?”

Josh’s  Quest ion

Joshua asked Mrs. Grotjan, “Hey, do you wanna 
come on my ride?”  Mrs. Grotjan walked over 
to Joshua and began to follow him around the 
playground as he made numerous stops and 
narrated what there was to see.

“Look over there.  See the 
giraff es? See the baby giraff e?  
Isn’t he cute?”

F.1.42 2



The Rides

Children began to 
follow Josh on his ride 
and then wanted turns 
to lead their own rides.  
Each ride had a unique 
starting place and path, 
but all the rides had 
stops on the playground  
to view animals.

F.1.42 3



Acting Like Animals

Chinchil la

Monkey

PenguinsWhile on the rides some children 
would wait for the leader to announce 
the animal, and then they would act 
the part of the animals.

Tamia and Destiny built cages 
for themselves in the gym and 
pretended to be zebras at the zoo.

F.3.16 4



Donald’s  Story

Donald, pictured in the orange construction 
hat, joined the class shortly after the fi eld study 
trip.  Th e other children felt it was important 
to bring him up to speed with the Zoo Project.  
Th ey shared documentation from the fi eld study 
and later they showed Donald how to play the 
“ride game”.  Donald decided to draw a picture 
of the giant hissing cockroaches so that he could 
contribute to the project.  As the others drew 
from memory, he drew from the photographs he 
had viewed in a documentation binder.

Donald was sad the fi rst day of school at ECC, because he missed 
his old school.  He was not sure how he would be accepted in his 
new classroom.  Th e children made him feel at home on the very 
fi rst day by making sure he was a part of their important learning 
experience.  Th e children gave Donald what he needed most as he 
transitioned to his new classroom.
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“Th e bear is looking down in the water.”

Observing Animals
Train Ride

More Animals
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Children explored the zoo on 
foot and found animals they 
had already pretended were 
at their own zoo.  Th ey also 
learned about some animals 
that were new to them.

“Th e bear is looking down in the water.”

Observing Animals

F.3.7



Train Ride

Th e children went on a train 
ride to see the animals and to 
learn more about “zoo rides”.  
Th ey learned that the train 
had a conductor and that 
tickets were required for the 
ride.

F.1.2 8



More Animals



“Oeerrr,  his  mouth i sn’t  on his  body!”

The Writ ing Process
Dominic’s  Al l igator

Dest iny’s  Zebra
More Drawings
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The Writ ing Process  and 
Dominic’s  Al l igator

As a preschool program that is operated by a public school 
district (MSD Warren Township), there are times when 
a district-wide initiative is implemented for even our 
youngest children.  Such was the case with the MSD 
Warren Writing Process which was implemented PreK - 
12th grade.

Research

Plan
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The Writ ing Process  and 
Dominic’s  Al l igator

During the Zoo Project, at a staff  meeting, the teachers were asked 
to take the Warren Writing Process and think about how it could 
fi t with the work our students do each day.  Th rough discussion, the 
staff  decided that we actually had all the steps of a writing process 
in place.  Th e only diff erence was that for many of our children 
drawing is the way they communicate rather than with words as 
adults and older children communicate.

Draft

Revise

Dominic was frustrated by his fi rst 
attempt to draw an alligator, and he 
noticed that the mouth was not on the 
body where it should be.  In his second 
attempt, he solved this problem.

“Oeerrr,  his  mouth i sn’t  on his  body!”



The Writ ing Process  and 
Dominic’s  Al l igator

Dominic’s process for creating a drawing of the alligator he had seen 
on the zoo fi eld study provided a marvelous illustration of how the 
writing process happens for young children.  His work hangs on the 
wall of Mrs. Grotjan’s classroom to this day, as an example of our 
interpretation of the Warren Writing Process.

Edit

Publish
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After visiting the zoo, the children were inspired to draw pictures of the animals they had viewed.  
Photographs taken during the trip and books about animals were used as references by the children as 
they strove to create accurate representations.

Destiny’s  Zebra

F.4.1
F.6.1
F.7.37

Great artists are often remembered for particular pieces of art they have created.  Just as Michaelangelo is 
remembered for painting Th e Sistine Chapel and Andy Warhol is remembered for painting Marilyn, Destiny 
will always be remembered at our school for drawing the zebra.  Th is work represents an attention to detail 
rarely witnessed in a child of only four.  Destiny worked on this picture, on and off  for several days, carefully 
adding more zebra stripes each day until she was satisfi ed with her work.



Macaw by Tamia - Age 5 Penguin by Chaney - Age 4 Bear by Destiny - Age 4

Bear by Emma - Age 4 Chameleon by Dominic - Age 4 Turtle by Shane - Age 3
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Turtle, Elephant, Bear and Zebra by Josh - Age 4



“ There,  now it  looks  l ike  a  real  map!”

In the Classroom
Outdoors

Draft ing Our Own Maps
Using Our Own Maps

Josh’s  Real  Map
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In the Classroom

Christian and Josh found 
the maps from the zoo fi eld 
study in our room, and they 
began to navigate through the 
classroom while pretending 
to follow the maps.  Th ey 
located the restrooms and the 
food vendors.

F.3.15 18



Outdoors

Th e children brought the maps outside 
and pretended to fi nd animals on the 
playground. Christian fi nds the bears’ 

waterfall.

Arianna fi nds the dolphins’ 
bubble.

F.1.30
F.3.19 19



Josh pointed out to Mrs. Grotjan the 
items on the zoo map that he could not 
locate on the playground.  Mrs. Grotjan 
and Josh discussed the possibility 
of creating their own maps of the 
playground.  Th e idea was shared with 
the class the following day during a 
group meeting time, and many children 
chose to participate by creating maps.

F.3.4
F.3.17

Draft ing Our 
Own Maps
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Using Our Own Maps

Several playground maps were copied and 
taken outside for the children to follow 
instead of the zoo maps. Emma and Destiny 
counted the green posts to check Emma’s 
map for accuracy.  Th ey discovered the map 
was accurate as it displayed nine posts.

F.1.16
F.3.1

As the children created maps of the playground, they were engaging in 
a fantastic pre-writing activity.  When older children write, they take 
an idea from their mind and organize the idea through text that others 
can read and understand.  Th e preschoolers involved in this project 
participated in the same process as they created maps that other children 
could also “read” and understand.



“ There,  now it  looks  l ike  a  real  map!”
Josh’s  Real  Map

Joshua worked for sometime on his map, 
including many details from the playground.  
When he fi nished his work, he pulled it from the 
clipboard and promptly crumbled it up!  Mrs. 
Grotjan was confused at fi rst, until Joshua opened 
the map back up and said, “Th ere, now it looks 
like a REAL map!”

It can be hard not to jump to conclusions when a 
child does something unexpected.  Th is time, careful 
observation allowed Mrs. Grotjan to learn that 
Joshua  was familiar with treasure maps that are 
often displayed as old and wrinkled.



“I  don’t  want  the zoo to be  outside,  i t’s  too cold.”

Choosing Materials
Discussions  About  Weather

Building the Zoo
Finishing the Zoo
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“I  don’t  want  the zoo to be  outside,  i t’s  too cold.”

Choosing MaterialsAnd the winner is...wood!
Children began to discuss constructing their own 
zoo.  During a group meeting, the children debated 
what materials might be best for making their 
animals.  Th ey tested a variety of materials outside 
in the rain that day.  Th e children discovered that 
the wood blocks performed better than the clay that 
“melted” and the paper and string that “blew away”.

F.3.2
F.4.1
F.4.4

Th e scientifi c method is 
not only for middle and 
high school students.  
Young children can use the 
scientifi c method as well 
to develop theories and test 
those theories with science 
experiments.  Choosing 
materials for the zoo was 
an excellent example of 
how young children can 
participate in real science 
to learn more about their 
world.
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Discussions  About  Weather

Th e children feared the cold, the snow and the 
rain would damage their zoo.  Th ey discussed 
the possibility of building it inside or waiting 
for warm weather. Th ey decided there was not 
enough space inside for the zoo and talk about 
the project mostly ceased until May.  Children 
then took out the sketches made earlier in the 
school year and chose several animals to make 
larger.

“I would make my zoo at the playground.”

“It’s frozen.  Th e things turned to ice because it was 
really cold outside.”

“It’s just ice, it’s too cold.  It feels like glass.  Th e 
zoo should not be outside.”

“We could have it in the gym.”

“Th e zoo should be outside because it will be messy 
like the stuff  we put outside.”

“We couldn’t have it outside because the animals 
will freeze to death.”

“Th e animals would destroy the school.”

“A leaf is frozen,  It’s very cold.  I don’t want the 
zoo to be outside; it’s too cold.”



Building the Zoo
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“I  don’t  want  the zoo to be  outside,  i t’s  too cold.”

Finishing the Zoo

For some time during the 
winter months, the children 
were unable to decide where to 
build the zoo.  For a while, the 
project seemed to have ended.  
With spring, however, came 
warm weather and a renewed 
interest in building the zoo.  Th e 
children decided to build the 
zoo outside on the playground 
where the project had started!
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Finishing the Zoo
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Indiana Foundations  for  Young Children
Addressed Through This  Project

F.1.2 (History)  Relate  new experiences  to  past  experiences
F.1.16 (Number Sense)  Rote  count  to  10
F.1.30 (Reading)  Identi fy  f ive  common signs  or  symbols
F.1.42 (Reading)  Pretend to do something or  be  someone
F.2.1 (Computation)  Identi fy  f irst  and last
F.3.1 (Number Sense)  Count each object  only  once
F.3.15 (Geography)  Identi fy  common community  symbols
F.3.16 (Reading)  Act  out  famil iar  scr ipts  and routines
F.3.17 (Geography)  Create  representat ions  of  the  surrounding neighborhood 
                              and community
F.3.19 (Reading)  Recognize  print  in  media  other  than a  book
F.3.2 (Environment)  Invest igate  and talk about  the characterist ics  of  matter
F.3.4 (Algebra & Functions)  Represents  objects/act ivi t ies  by drawing or 
                                             se lect ing pictures
F.3.7 (Reading)  Identi fy  a  locat ion where  he/she has  been or  i s  going
F.3.8 (Reading)  Describe a  picture  in a  book
F.4 (Geometry)  Identi fy  and copy shapes  and l ines
F.4.1 ( Writ ing)  Draws pictures/scr ibbles  to  generate  and express  ideas
F.4.1 (Communicat ion)  Use vocabulary that  communicates  an understanding 
                                    of  sc ienti f ic  principles
F.4.4 (Communicat ion)  Part ic ipate  in  discussions  about  their  f indings
F.5.9 (Individuals ,  society  & Culture)  Share  and take turns  with others
F.6.1 (Problem Solving)  Identi fy  attr ibutes  of  objects
F.7.10 (Listening and Speaking)  Use new vocabulary learned from experiences
F.7.37 (Listening and Speaking)  Communicate  recent  experiences


