
L ook carefully and see which picture you’ll move like when I
finish our picture walk.” Slowly and in silence, I turn four
pages of The Castle Builder (Nolan 1987), a story about a boy

building a castle at the beach—and how he imagines protecting
the castle from the encroaching waves. “All right, now move like a
piece in the book.” 47

Using Movement, Mind Pictures,
and Metaphor to Comprehend

Using Movement, Mind Pictures,
and Metaphor to Comprehend

C H A P T E R  4

Starting with Comprehension: Reading Strategies for the Youngest Learners by Andie Cunningham and Ruth Shagoury. 
Copyright © 2006. Stenhouse Publishers. All rights reserved. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



The children around me immediately get up and do just that:
Marina leans over and mimes digging in the sand and building a cas-
tle. Anthony lies on the floor with his knees bent and moves them
in a slow, rhythmic motion (see Figure 4.1). “I’m bein’ the waves,”
he explains to me, and points to his legs. “There’s the water.” There
is also quite a bit of growling and walking as children act as pirates,
dragons, or the castle builder during his different adventures. 

After a moment, I gather the children back at the circle and
invite a sharing time. “Who’d like to stand up and show a piece of
your acting?” Hands fly up, more than I’ve seen before during a
sharing time. Ja’Darius acts out the boy picking up the toy builder;
Stephen is a pirate. Maria gestures how the builder ordered, “Stop
the waves!” Zack is a dragon. Shy Marina demonstrates how she
built the sand castle. 

Emma provides a teaching moment when she begins to act
out being a mermaid princess. After she starts, she stops and looks
confused. “Wait a minute, that’s what my brain did . . . but that
wasn’t in the book.” 

I encourage her. “It sounds like that was your schema, from
another book you read. That happens sometimes. Did it happen to
you when you read it or while you were acting it out?” 

“While I was acting it out.” (Pause.) “Oh, I see. Thank you,
Andie,” she replies.

Amanda takes the acting in another fascinating direction when
she stands tall and still and then announces that she is the castle.
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Figure 4.1 Being a wave
while studying The Castle
Builder.
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When the children realize that Marina is building the castle
and Amanda is the castle, they spontaneously act out the scene of
building the castle together, as if Marina is building Amanda (see
Figure 4.2). Marina’s smile lights up her face. “I like that! I’m gonna
do it at home!”

The children are all eager to share their own interpretations of
the book. They are connecting their schema to the story, intrigued
with each other’s choices, and listening intently to the words and
motions of the others in their community. After hearing the book
three times, the picture walk is a perfect invitation to explore more
of what we understand about the book.

Comprehension Through Movement
My students don’t always use drawing and writing to comprehend
texts; they also benefit from using their bodies and movement to
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Figure 4.2 Moving with The
Castle Builder.
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make meaning. Many young children still struggle with speaking
about what is going on in their minds. When students use move-
ment to express ideas, we eliminate the need for fluency with
words and allow them to communicate what they know using a
different language. 

It is my job to guide my students to find ways to help them
unlock and articulate what they want to say and how they want to
say it—to find a voice in our literacy work. Reading comprehension
through movement is an integral part of my reading workshop. 

Years ago when I was still teaching physical movement, I real-
ized that body language is a crucial communication tool for young
learners. At that time, I discovered the book Mosaic of Thought
(Keene and Zimmermann 1997). The strategies Ellin Keene and
Susan Zimmermann detail helped me discover new avenues for
learning in my gymnasium-sized classroom. 

I saw that for some young learners, speaking can be a tremen-
dous challenge. In an attempt to understand those learners better,
I also explored what a movement workshop might look like in
physical education. Designed with intentions similar to reading
and writing workshops, I connected movement with comprehen-
sion. In our twice-a-week classes, I read short picture books, then
invited students to make sense of the book with their bodies and
draw what was most important to them in their movements. 

In the midst of my exploration with the comprehension strate-
gies in the movement world, I had an enormous aha: I realized that
students speak a language when they move. In my kindergarten
classroom now, we use physical movement to make sense of what
we read; it’s another tool as valid as conversation, visual represen-
tation, or writing. I still see students speaking a language when
they move, just as I did when I was a physical education teacher. 

Here are some questions I ask myself that help me make infor-
mal assessments as students move in response to a text:

• What parts of the story are children drawn to?
• Do they understand and respond to each other’s movements

during sharing?
• Do they move to something in the book or something unre-

lated to the story? 
• How does the moving seem to affect their understanding? 
• Who is not moving and what is keeping them from doing so?

50 Starting with Comprehension

Starting with Comprehension: Reading Strategies for the Youngest Learners by Andie Cunningham and Ruth Shagoury. 
Copyright © 2006. Stenhouse Publishers. All rights reserved. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



The Castle Builder is one example of using our bodies to make
sense of text. Although I do not incorporate movement with each
read-aloud, once or twice a month I offer an opportunity to move
like the book. Depending on the strategy, the book we are reading,
and the mood of the class, prompts might include the following:
“Look carefully and see which picture you’ll move like.” “Move
like a piece in the book.” “Move to your questions about the
book.” “Move to the part of the book where your thinking
changed.”

I usually pick one prompt and use it over and over again at the
beginning of the year to make sure they understand what I mean.
For instance, “move like the book” was the perfect invitation for
one class of students. When I said this prompt, they all stood up
and moved, excited to join their experience of reading the book
with moving their bodies. 

I find that some students—and some classes—connect more
with the movement piece than others. Some books work better
than others. To find a good “movement” book, I ask myself what
parts I would move to and how. For instance, when prereading The
Castle Builder, I noticed a dozen ways that I would naturally move
to the text. However, when prereading The Hickory Chair (Fraustino
2001), a book I love, I realized that moving to it would be difficult
for me. It is not the quality of the story that dictates how “mov-
able” it is. Rather, the action communicated through the story is
the crucial element. When the book lends itself to physical move-
ment and we are genuinely interested in the book and its message,
our physical engagement is much more significant. 

Mind Pictures
When we read or hear stories, we also work to be aware of and
communicate the pictures that form in our minds (Keene and
Zimmermann 1997). An extension of metacognition, making
mind pictures challenges the learner to look inward and notice
what is happening inside. Once children are aware of their mental
images, they can share what they know with a larger audience.

By January, halfway through the year, students are familiar
with drawing their messages. They return from their two-week
winter break confident about where the classroom is and what
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happens in our daily school life. I find it a good time to work with
the strategy of using their mental pictures in comprehension work.

Imagine a Night, painted by Rob Gonsalves (2003), frames win-
ter and mind pictures in an exquisitely artful way. In this book, the
painter explores the magic and mystery of the world at night. His
illustrations inspired the writer, Sarah L. Thomson, to write a poetic
text using the frame, “Imagine a night . . .” for each painting. The
children and I dig into mind pictures the same way Gonsalves does:
he painted the pictures first and the text was crafted afterward. 

As I share the book the first time, I model my own mind pic-
tures. The picture of a solitary figure trudging through snow
against a forest landscape holding a lantern brings back memories
of another time and place. I draw a picture of myself walking in the
snow and tell the children, “This picture in Imagine a Night
reminds me of walking in the snow on a frigid Colorado night and
hearing the snow squeak as I walk.” I tell them a few other memo-
ries, some surprising, that the book evokes for me. 

The next time I read the book, I remind them, “I’ve already
told you some of what my brain saw. Now, as I read again, hold
your thinking. You’ll get to draw soon.” By this time in the year,
students are used to holding their thinking in their heads while I
read the story again. Although they are familiar with using sticky
notes, it is still a new experience for them to draw their thinking
on paper and put it up for others to see. 

Our first anchor chart of mind pictures shows that only three-
quarters of the students draw their mental images and put them on
the chart. It’s obvious that some are still getting the hang of com-
municating what they know through drawing. For example,
Sabinna tells me, “In my head I have pictures,” but the drawing on
her sticky note doesn’t seem related to the book. 

However, other students’ pictures are closely linked to the text:
Bao Jun’s picture shows a person lying on the snow, and she adds
detail through her words: “This is about that man asleep in the
snow. The star kisses him so he sleep.” Daniel draws a picture of
the girl asleep in a sheet of snow, too. Alma, Antonio, Cole, and
Montana also draw pictures that are directly related to the book.
We have taken a solid first step. I can tell that the students are cap-
tivated by the book and the notion of mind pictures. 

On the fourth reading, I decide not to show them the pictures.
I invite them to lie down, listen, and make a thumbs-up sign when
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their minds make a picture as I read. I want them to pay attention
to what is in their brains. In total silence, they listen, and I see a
few peeking eyes amidst the smiling faces and squirming feet as
they lift their thumbs. The second anchor chart has contributions
from all the students, and their pictures seem to mimic what they
saw in their heads. Everyone has drawn something from the book,
and many of them know the quotations from that exact page. After
all the pictures are on the anchor chart, we explore together why
our pictures are not the same. Their answers are simple and con-
cise: “People are different, not the same”; and “We don’t know
what someone else is going to draw” (see Figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.3 Imagine a Night
mind pictures.
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Leteshia’s desire to be an expert on stars (see Chapter 2) helps
me decide on our next book for our work with mind pictures: The
Star People by S. D. Nelson (2003). Cloud People and Star People,
according to Nelson, are “the traditional Lakota way of referring to
clouds and stars. They have a living energy, just like people.” In
this version of the legend, Sister Girl and her brother Young Wolf
are watching clouds when a prairie fire erupts. As they flee, they
become lost. It is the grandmother in the form of a star who leads
them home.

My intent this week will be to help them identify what hap-
pens in their minds as they read a book by noticing how our mind
pictures change (Miller 2002). I start the week as usual with a mini-
lesson modeling my own thinking, hoping to extend and deepen
how they understand the strategy. I read the first half of the book,
pause, and draw my mind picture on a sticky note: Sister Girl and
Young Wolf stand scared. I place my sticky note on the left-hand
side of the chart and continue reading. When I finish the book, I
draw a second sticky note that details my new thinking about the
many ancestors in the night sky and place it on the right–hand
side of the chart.

After my mini-lesson and a day of students expressing more
awareness of their mind pictures, we identify two major pictures
from our minds about The Star People. The title of our chart reads
“How Our Mind Pictures Change,” with the left side holding pic-
tures on sticky notes from the first half of the book and the right
side holding pictures from the second half of the book, just as I
modeled earlier in the week.

For the second read-aloud, I don’t stop at a particular point
midway through the book. Rather, I read the whole text, asking the
children to hold two pictures in their minds: one from the first half
of the book and one from the second half. After the students draw,
our poster fills with the mind pictures of these brilliant thinkers. 

Christopher’s mind pictures are more detailed than other class
work I’ve seen. He draws a picture of the children at the lake and
the fire on the hills. He uses his pen to accentuate the children’s
hair and ears and even the surface of the lake. His second picture
is sparse, but I notice how the stars look different from the fire. His
grandmother floats above the ground (see Figures 4.4a and 4.4b).

We stop to examine what we created and talk about what’s
expressed on the anchor chart. Sidney confirms that her two pic-
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tures are part of the book. Leteshia contributes, “There’s mind pic-
tures of the Star People.”

Byron adds details from the book: “’Cause when they jump in
the water, they are safe.” He goes on to make an important infer-
ence. “And when their grandmother comes, they are not dead, and
they dance.” 

Later, after the students go home, I look at the chart again. I
am struck by the marked difference between the way almost all the
students drew smoke from the fire in the first half of the book and
the stars and nighttime sky from the second half of the book (see
Figure 4.5). All but one student drew the setting, near the fire, as
well as two of the important characters on the left side of the chart.
On the right side of the chart, most of the students clearly focused
on the interaction between the two children and the spirit guide of
their grandmother. Their drawings prove to me that this is a pow-
erful book; they are making strong connections. They show they
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Figure 4.4a Christopher’s mind picture from the first half of
The Star People.

Figure 4.4b Christopher’s mind picture from the second half
of The Star People.
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are using the comprehension strategies. They also understand the
literary concept of setting, even though they do not use that
vocabulary. 

We support our community when we use a variety of tools for
expression throughout our work together. It’s important that I find
a medium to give all students a means to express their unique
voices and their understanding of our comprehension strategy
work. My job as a teacher is to help my students create bridges to
new knowing as well as find ways to express their learning. Just as
moving to books opens the door for Ja’Darius and Byron, painting
helps Ryan and Atalina communicate. Bao Jun and Jesse are writ-
ers who delight in the written word. And for Emma and Leteshia,
clay is an important expressive tool. 
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Figure 4.5 How Our Mind
Pictures Change chart from
The Star People.
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The bags of clay under my desk are per-
fect for our last day with The Star People.
After our third read-aloud, I show the stu-
dents the clay and watch their eyes get big-
ger. “These past few weeks we’ve worked on
mind pictures to become better readers,” I
say. “You are all brilliant readers. So now,
your job is to use clay to make a figure or
scene from your mind.”

The children go right to work. I see
hands flattening and pounding, bunching
and molding the lumps of clay. The low hum
of quiet voices fills the air as their mind pic-
tures take shape through the clay. Sabinna
starts over and over again. When it comes
time to stop our work, she is still not finished
with a piece that expresses her mind pic-
tures. Alma creates a heart out of her clay
and tells me, “This is a heart.” I’m confused
by her creation, and I’m unable to learn from
her what she knows. Hermilo’s tiger seems to
have little to do with the book, but our lan-
guage barrier may prevent me from under-
standing exactly what he is thinking.

But these are the exceptions. Some of
the sculptures, such as Emma’s, are obvi-
ously from the book. She creates a two-
dimensional picture of the brother and sis-
ter in the water with the fire flames above
them. Emma tells me, “They jumped in the
fire” (see Figure 4.6).

Leteshia’s flattened blob of clay covers
half the construction paper. It looks like she
stuck her finger in the clay over and over.
But her words prove that her work repre-
sents her image of the book: “These are
footprints and these are the tracks for them
walking in the fire” (see Figure 4.7).

Solomon’s creation looks similar to
Leteshia’s, but represents a very different
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Figure 4.6 Emma’s The Star People mind picture: “They
jumped in the fire.”

Figure 4.7 Leteshia’s The Star People mind picture: “Footprints
and tracks.”
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part of the book: “This the part where they look in the sky. ‘Don’t
worry.’”

Brendin uses the clay to express his idea more successfully for
an audience. It’s easy to make out the footprints and tracks that
Brendin sees in his mind. He explains, “These are footprints wher-
ever they went and this is the track where the grandmother took
them to the village.”

Sidney uses figures to represent her images: “The kids and the
grandma are closing their eyes as they walk home.”

Metaphor
Ordinary words convey only what we already know; it is from
metaphor that we can best get hold of something fresh.

—Aristotle

Metaphors are a welcome and accessible tool for kindergartners to
understand and express their thinking. One way we create
metaphors in my class is using our bodies to make sense of what
we read. When Anthony becomes the wave in order to understand
it, or Ja’Darius moves like a dragon, they are metaphorically acting
out their comprehension of aspects of the book.

Although metaphors are not usually considered a part of the
preschool or early primary curriculum, they are a natural extension
of the way children make sense of their world. My teaching jour-
nal is filled with references to the children’s use of metaphor, often
to help them explain a difficult concept. Early in the year, for
example, Taylor drew a picture of a creature with spikes on its back
when we were talking about what feels safe about being in kinder-
garten. “When I feel safe, I feel like my body is armor,” he
explained. Another day, Spencer made a drawing of the plants we
were growing in the class, and made the delighted discovery, “The
flower bud grew a smile!” 

I build on the ability children have to think metaphorically.
Metaphors rely on an ability to link the new with the known; they
rely on our ability to use our schema. Cognitive psychologists who
are studying memory processes such as George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson are providing fascinating information for those of us who
teach reading (Flaherty 2004). They have found that the more the
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senses are involved, the more fully memory
is encoded. “Metaphors enliven a text and
create a sense of understanding by analo-
gous mechanisms. By giving abstract con-
cepts tastes, colors, smells, and emotional
resonance, metaphors fix them into our
minds and make us feel we understand
them” (p. 230).

Metaphors can be defined broadly as
“any use of a word for one thing to describe
another thing.” This definition includes
similes and personification—all important
aspects of the vivid language in high-qual-
ity literature, including picture books. The
children have a chance to explore metaphor
when they hear sentences such as, “The
leaves began to whisper” from Grandfather
Twilight (Berger 1984) or “Angry flames flew
just over their heads” from The Star People
(Nelson 2003). 

Seasonal Metaphor Prompts
Because metaphorical language is such an
important aspect of the stories my students
write, and of comprehending the books
they read, I make sure to focus on it.
Seasonal metaphors are particularly appro-
priate. Children see and experience the
changing seasons, and given the right
prompt, they are comfortable making
extensions from the natural world to them-
selves.

In the autumn, I invite the children to
go outside with me. We gather things that
have fallen to the ground as a starting point
for conversations and paintings in response
to the question, what’s falling inside of
you? I’m often surprised by the ways the
children use these prompts expressively. For
example, Amanda captured an aspect of loss

Chapter 4: Using Movement, Mind Pictures, and Metaphor to Comprehend 59

Seasonal Books

I look for a focus on themes that invite the stu-
dents to explore and connect with the sea-
sons. A good seasonal text is not limited to
fall, winter, spring, or summer. Below are
examples of themes I use for each season with
a few favorite titles:

Fall: Harvesting, end of the growing cycle,
preparing for winter
The Stranger (Chris Van Allsburg 1986)
Pumpkin Circle: The Story of a Garden
(George Levens 1999)
Wild Child (Lynn Plourde and Greg Couch
1999)
Drawing Lessons from a Bear (David
McPhail 2000)

Winter: Night and darkness, death and loss
Where Is Grandpa? (T. A. Barron and Chris
Soentpiet 2001)
Winter Waits (Lynne Plourde and Greg
Couch 2001)
Imagine a Night (Rob Gonsalves 2003)
The Bears’ Christmas Surprise (Brun
Hachler, J. Allison James, and Angela
Kehlenbeck 2000)

Spring: New beginnings, growth, creativity,
risk taking
Least Things: Poems About Small Natures
(Jane Yolen 2003)
Spring’s Sprung (Lynne Plourde and Greg
Couch 2002)
The Other Way to Listen (Byrd Baylor and
Peter Parnell 1997)
Inch by Inch: The Gardening Song (David
Mallet 1997)

Summer: Celebrations, abundance, and
scarcity
Summer’s Vacation (Lynne Plourde and
Greg Couch 2003)
Weslandia (Paul Fleischman 2000)
Hooray for You! A Celebration of You-Ness
(Marianne Richmond 2001)
I’m in Charge of Celebrations (Byrd Baylor
and Peter Parnall 1995)
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with the autumn prompt when she drew her picture and
explained, “I’m drawing when my mom gets mad, it makes me
sad.” Seasonal prompts like this help students become used to
playing with metaphors as part of our work together; they also give
students practice understanding their thinking. 

I have used books as a springboard to explore other seasonal
metaphors with children, by asking questions such as, what animal
lives in you in winter? and what’s growing in you? Spring inspires
me to think about the prolific growth in nature, so one year, I
decide to explore the theme of abundance. I know the perfect
book. The Growing-up Tree (Rosenberry 2003) illustrates the cycles
of life in a tree and a human as they grow side by side. Growth is
dramatic as the boy becomes a man and the seed becomes a tree.
As a reader, I love the abundant care the boy/man gives the tree
and the stability the tree offers the human. 

I write the terms “Abundance” and “Copioso” on butcher paper
and the children gather in our circle and look curiously at them. I
draw their attention to the chart and read slowly: “Abundance.”
(Pause.) “Copioso.” (Pause.) “What’s abundance?”

Everyone looks at me in silence, waiting. A few shrug to show
they don’t know.

I know where to find abundance on our school property. Our
Global Garden was created to honor a former principal and is filled
with plants from around the world.

“We’re going to go outside and look for abundance in the
Global Garden. Nosotros iramos a el jardin del mundo.” Then I
repeat, “What does abundance mean? Remember learning about
metacognition?” The children nod this time. 

“It’s thinking about thinking,” Byron tells us. 
“That’s a hard word, a big word, and you know it now. We’re

going to learn another hard word today. Abundance. Ruth, when I
say ‘abundance,’ what do you think of?”

“I think of tons and tons, so much! More than I need of some-
thing.”

I add, “I picture myself playing soccer in big mud puddles. I
can run and splash in all that mud and water. Abundance can look
like a soccer field with lots and lots of puddles. You had an abun-
dance of ideas. You can have an abundance of feeling for some-
thing, too, like love. We’re going to go outside now and look for
abundance. En el exterior, buscaramos por copioso.”
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Today is one of those rare spring days in
the Northwest when the sun is shining and
the sky is a brilliant blue. Coatless, the chil-
dren scatter through the garden and see evi-
dence of abundance.

“Look at this bush.” I point to a low
shrub covered with tiny blue blossoms.
“There’s an abundance of flowers on this
bush.”

As they catch on to the idea, we hear
cries of “Look at these colors! That’s abun-
dance.” Or “Mira, Andie, mira!” as pointed
fingers show a multitude of leaves, or
branches, or flowers in bloom.

Bao Jun looks at one bush laden with red seedlike berries and
makes a connection. “Jam,” she says. “So many berries to make it.
That’s where shopping comes from.” She concludes, “That’s an
abundance I never saw before!”

When we come back inside, I gather the class together to
give them their brief instructions: “Where did you see and feel
abundance in the Global Garden? Paint the abundance that you
saw.”

Bao Jun is still smiling, and asks, “Can you open some music?”
The room gets quiet. Low background music plays as they paint
and explain the abundance they saw.

Alma’s mother recently went back to working outside the
home. In the classroom, I notice Alma shadowing me more than
she used to. But something magical happens for Alma on the day
we search for abundance. As she describes her painting, her face
lights up as she tells me the words. She says, “I saw big, big, big
flowers.” There is intentional and emphatic communication of her
understanding—and visions—of abundance (see Figure 4.8).

Antonio never holds back. A ringleader in searching for abun-
dance in the Global Garden, he is eager to commit his images to
paper. His painting is filled with the different pictures of abun-
dance in his mind. Pointing to each image, he explains,
“Abundance from flowers and abundance from tree.” 

“Tell me more about where you saw the abundance,” I probe.
“The tree . . . ’cause they were down on the floor. When the

tree was blowing, it made abundance come down.” 
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Figure 4.8 Alma’s abundance painting: “I saw big, big, big
flowers.”
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I often have to investigate beyond the
words they say to make sense of their mes-
sage—for myself and for our wider audi-
ence, whoever it might be. With Hermilo, I
have to spend ten minutes speaking to him
in Spanish, translating the words in my
brain from Spanish to English, and then fig-
uring out how to ask him questions in
Spanish so I can understand what he
meant. It is worth the time.

He begins by explaining, “Este es una
montaña.” (Pause.) “Y un arbol. Se tombreso
un niño.” (This is a mountain and a tree. For
the boy to climb.)

As he speaks, I wonder what this has to
do with abundance. I know Hermilo draws
and writes about trees often. I am also
unclear about what the word tombreso
means. I repeat what he has said. I remem-
ber niño as a significant clue and make a
guess. His smile confirms I have it right. I
repeat his words and remind him of our
focus on abundance.

He adds, “El arbol esta largo y la montaña
tiene la silla de plantar para cultivar el arbol.”
What I understand from his words is that
the mountain held the seed and grew it so
the tree could grow big enough for the boy
to climb it. Hermilo knows that the seed
grows from the abundance of a whole
mountain—in this case, a small mound of
dirt in our Global Garden (see Figure 4.9).

At times, all of us are still confused by
Ryan’s words. Using the Global Garden to

search for abundance offers Ryan a chance to connect successfully
with his metaphorical thinking. Ryan hits upon an important qual-
ity of the seasons: they are cyclical. In his words, they “come back.”
He paints his vision of the abundance and says with conviction,
“The abundance was very good, very strong. The yellow comes
back. It’s right here and green comes back.” (See Figure 4.10.)
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Figure 4.9 Hermilo’s abundance painting: “Este es una mon-
taña.” (“This is a mountain.”)

Figure 4.10 Ryan’s abundance painting: “The abundance was
very good, very strong.”
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Bao Jun’s words sum up what could be a
collective definition from the children and
me: “The whole garden is abundance!”

Extending Metaphorical
Thinking
Not all of the metaphor prompts I use are
seasonal. They also might be connected
with the books we are reading or the themes
we are studying. For example, when we read
Ten Oni Drummers (Gollub 2000), a count-
ing book about drummers keeping you safe
in your dreams, I ask the children, “When
do you hear drumming inside of you?” 

Dylan draws a picture of himself roller
skating, and explains that he hears drum-
ming inside himself “when I’m riding my
roller skates. When I fall down, but it doesn’t
hurt.”

Destiny’s picture shows her running
with a big red heart inside: “I hear the
drumming like it’s my heart beating when
I’m running.”

Emma connects the drumming to her
experiences at the coast. “When I’m at the
ocean, I hear drumming from the ocean
and it’s inside of me, too.”

At the beginning of one year, in an
attempt to set goals for the school year, we
created individual intention flags. Though
some students set academic goals such as, “I
want to learn to read,” others, such as
Felipa, wanted to “grow like a flower.” The
prompt seemed to invite metaphorical
thinking.

Courage was an important theme one spring. We had drawn,
painted, danced, sung, and written about courage when we stud-
ied “courage and community” in animals and in ourselves. Our
culminating project for this investigation relied on metaphorical
thinking. We created transformation masks with our regular faces
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Books with a Theme of Courage

Courage (Bernard Waber 2002). “There are
various kinds of courage,” the text begins.
In watercolor and pen-and-ink drawings
with simple statements, Waber depicts
various ways that children, adults, and
one dog show their courage. The book
celebrates the large and small ways in
which people are heroic.

Hey, Little Ant (Phillip Hoose, Hannah Hoose,
and Debbie Tilley 1998). This playful story
conveys the serious theme of the impor-
tance of empathy and respecting all crea-
tures and their right to live. It invites ques-
tions about peer pressure and making
one’s own decisions. 

Red-Eyed Tree Frog (Joy Cowley and Nic
Bishop 1999). Photographer Nic Bishop
captures a “slice-of-life” story about a red-
eyed tree frog. Joy Cowley writes the non-
fiction narrative of the dangerous life the
tree frog lives. The close-up photos show
near encounters with predators and spark
conversations about daily courageous acts
in the animal world.

Oliver Finds His Way (Phyllis Root and
Christopher Denise 2002). Oliver the bear
cub wanders away from home as he
chases an autumn leaf and finds himself
lost and alone. When he realizes that cry-
ing won’t get him home, he comes up
with a clever plan to get back to his par-
ents. The illustrations help show Oliver’s
thinking as he summons his courage.
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on the outside and our courageous faces on the inside (see Figures
4.11 and 4.12).

Metaphors in Community
My students encounter abstract concepts such as courage and
abundance in the books we read. Metaphors serve as a tool to help
us talk about and understand these complex themes. Empathy and
the ability to identify with the emotions of the characters in books
is another concept that may be difficult for some students to grasp.
I intentionally include texts that will help them make this impor-
tant link. Books give them a chance to practice understanding life
situations they have not yet encountered.

In Izzie and Skunk (Fitzpatrick 2000), Izzie, supported by her
glove puppet, Skunk, learns to challenge her many fears. Reading
about Izzie invites us to talk about what it feels like to be afraid. I
Can Hear the Sun by Patricia Polacco (1999) is a fascinating mod-
ern-day myth. We meet Stephanie Michele, who works in the park
caring for the wildlife and for the homeless folks who live there.
Fondo, a young boy, appears one day. Stephanie and Fondo are
both sensitive to nature in a way that others can’t comprehend or
appreciate. This book contains layers for exploration through
words, images, and bodies. 
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Figure 4.11 Opening a courage mask. Figure 4.12 The children make courage masks.
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The Bears’ Christmas Surprise (Hachler,
James, and Kehlenbeck 2000) is an unusual
holiday story. Stuffed bears embark on a
secret mission to remove the Christmas gifts
from under trees all over town, replacing
them with notes that remind the people of
those who are forgotten and alone on
Christmas. Our discussions help the chil-
dren connect to how lonely some people
may be on Christmas, empathizing with the
feelings of others.

Identifying with how others feel and
react in books also helps us care for others
in our classroom community and beyond.
One morning, I received a phone call that
one of the children, Zack, had been in a car
accident and was in the hospital with a seri-
ous injury. Our book discussions had helped
prepare us for the conversation we needed
to have. Parker Palmer calls this empathetic
stance of intentional caring “holding” each
member of the community (Palmer 1998).

We met in our circle. I showed the chil-
dren a picture of someone gently holding a
bird in her hands. I talked about how ten-
derly you hold a wild bird and asked them
to hold out their hands and imagine hold-
ing a bird—and to imagine being that bird held so carefully.

Destiny framed her explanation around what you would want
that bird to understand: “You would protect it and hold it very
carefully so it would know you would take care of it and never
hurt it.” She added that it’s important to her to feel protected. She
doesn’t have her dad anymore, she told us. She would want to
make that bird know it was okay. She would protect it.

Then I brought out a little cloth bird and asked them to hold
out their hands and gently pass it around, from one person to the
next. I stressed imagining it was a live bird. The children passed the
bird carefully from hand to hand. 

Maria giggled. I stopped and told the class that sometimes
when things are new or scary, we laugh. If people wanted to leave
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Making Transformation Masks

Materials: two thin white paper plates per
mask, handheld hole-puncher, scissors, sta-
pler, string or yarn, paints and/or markers

1. Cut two eyes in both paper plates. It’s
important that the eyes be cut in the
same place so that the plates match. 

2. Students paint two faces: for me, one was
their self-portrait and the other was their
courageous animal face. Note: Drawings
must be on the back side of the plates.

3. An adult cuts the self-portrait face in half,
chin to forehead, through the nose. 

4. With each individual student, line up the
mask faces and staple each side where the
ears might be. Do not staple the top or
the bottom of the masks.

5. Punch a hole on either side of the masks
where the ears might be and thread the
yarn through the holes so students will be
able to secure the masks to their heads. 

6. On the outside mask (the one cut in half)
punch a hole on either side of the nose
and attach a piece of yarn to each hole.
Use the yarn to open and close the mask
face to reveal the face underneath. 
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the circle because they weren’t ready, they could. I showed again
how to gently hold without poking, and asked to pass the bird
around a second time. 

There was complete silence and concentration. Some children
looked closely at the bird as they gently held it; others barely
touched it in a kind of patting gesture. Anthony, Ian, and Vica said
at the end they wanted to build a nest for it and take care of it at
home. Emma told me she liked holding the bird: “It felt very soft
and careful.”

At the end of the day, as part of closing circle, I told the chil-
dren about Zack’s car accident and asked the children to hold out
their hands and imagine Zack as the bird they were holding. A cou-
ple of the children were a bit more literal and talked about “the
bird Zack.” But I am convinced they understood—and held Zack in
their thoughts as gently as a wild bird. As Anthony left the class,
he looked sad and told me, “I feel so bad for Zack.”

We make connections from the old to the new and often rely on
metaphor, one of the most magical aspects of language. Each solo
voice, however it is expressed, contributes to the whole commu-
nity, whether through writing, moving, drawing, sculpting clay, or
drumming.
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