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Sustaining Interest: Outdoor exploration and how Wonder Wall questions emerge

Preparing the class for outdoor exploration
When a class is showing an interest in a topic, in this case squirrels, we want to bring them as close as possible to the interest to make the learning authentic.  I put a star visual for special activity instead of the usual outdoor exploration visual on the class schedule.  The students started asking what the special activity was.  I announced that today we would be going squirrel watching and they immediately broke into applause.  I asked the students if they had any advice on what we should do when we see a squirrel.  Here is what they came up with:
1. Be very still
2. Be very quiet
3. Don’t pet the squirrels

Outdoor exploration
During the outdoor exploration I sat with a group of students watching two squirrels.  One squirrel was sitting on a tree branch, while the other was running up and down the tree.  The children were all being quiet and still (just as they advised), but I wanted to hear what they were thinking.  I whispered “Which squirrel do you like best?”  One child responded that he liked the squirrel that was running up and down the tree.  He told us that squirrels are very good climbers, but he is not sure how they do it so quickly.  Another student commented that she preferred the squirrel that was sitting up in the tree.  She explained that squirrels live in trees.  I asked her if she thought that this was the squirrel’s home.  She said that it might be, but the tree looks too small to be a good home for a squirrel.

Writing the Wonder Wall questions
Once we were back in the classroom I invited the two students who were sharing their thinking outside to the science discovery table.  I reminded each of them of the ideas they shared, then I asked “So what are you wondering now?”  The student who was fascinated by the squirrel’s climbing said “I’m wondering how squirrels climb trees.  They are just so good at it!”  He recorded his question on a strip of paper: How do squirrels climb trees?  The student who thought the tree was too small to be a good home for a squirrel said “I’m wondering what makes a good home for a squirrel.”  She recorded her question.  They put their questions on the Wonder Wall.

Teacher Tip: Stay attuned to the big ideas students are voicing.  Sometimes they need support formulating their ideas into questions.












