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Early Childhood Emergent Curriculum:

In-depth Inquiries into the Natural Environment

Foreword

We invite readers to share the stories of two long-term project investigations completed by two of the classes at University Primary School.  University Primary School is an early childhood gifted education program with the project-approach at the core of its curriculum.  These two project stories- “Trees” and “Water.” engaged children in inquiry of their natural environment and surroundings.  At a preliminary glance, one might question the complexity of these projects.  The complexity and depth emerged as the project investigations unfolded.  Preschoolers noted the differences in the shapes and veins of the leaves, hypothesized about the relationship of trees to squirrels on their playground, delved into the fields of forestry, and conservation, and learned about products which we consume that come from trees.  In their study of water, kindergarten/first grade children explored the properties of water, designed their own experiments to test the properties of water, gained the vocabulary to distinguish between frost and snow, and interviewed professionals and skilled workers in various fields related to water (i.e., water treatment plant, meteorologist, plumbers, etc.).  The complexities of the projects grew as children pursued their own questions.  


The investigations provided opportunities for children to engage in creative and critical thinking, ponder complex ideas and abstract concepts, create many and varied products, and evaluate their own ideas and quality of work.  The children “uncovered” concepts in all of the major disciplines including literacy, numeration and problem solving, the natural, physical, and social sciences, aesthetics and the arts.  These investigations also provided the context for children to grow socially and emotionally as they solved problems working in groups on various tasks, collaborated on ideas, and gained mutual respect for the ideas of others.


The two project stories describe events in chronological order as the teacher guided students in their inquiry process.  We have included the details about how teachers managed the environment, how they knew when students did or did not understand major concepts, and how they felt about what the children were learning to aid other teachers in similar attempts to guide such inquiry.  Each project story is described using the three phases of project-work articulated by Katz and Chard(1994):

A. Phase I – Exploring students’ previous experiences related to a given topic.

B. Phase II – Formulating “researchable” questions, participating in first-hand data collecting activities, and learning how to record, synthesize, and analyze data in a developmentally appropriate manner.

C. Phase III – Documenting and sharing conceptual development about a topic.

The phases of project-work are similar to the Triad Model (Renzulli, 1977) approach to curricular development because in both models, children pursue first-hand inquiry and find answers to “real” or authentic problems.  In particular, Phase II of Katz & Chard’s model is similar to Level II enrichment in Renzulli’s model.  Both engage the children in the skills required for data collection, analysis, and synthesis.  Numerous skills across the various subject domains or disciplines are common to all project investigations.  Some of these skills have been delineated in Table 1.  

Each project investigation, “Trees” and “Water,” can stand alone as separate guides to engage children in the inquiry of the natural environment.  We hope that by sharing these examples of emergent curriculum, other teachers may use them to develop their own inquiry-based activities with young children.  We hope that the words of the students and the examples of their products demonstrate the challenging nature of the inquiry process.  We feel that even what seems trivial and obvious to some adults can be cause for complexity and wonder in young children.

Nancy B. Hertzog, Ph.D.

Director, University Primary School

Assistant Professor, Department of Special Education

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
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Table 1

Skills Integrated Throughout Project Investigations in Subject Domains

Curriculum Area
Specific Skills

Language Arts
Bookmaking

Formulating questions for research

Interviews

Knowledge webs/word webs

Labeling

Listing

Oral language – Listening


Sharing personal experiences/prior 
experiences


Topic-related conversations/discussions

Recipes (enlarged text read with the 
children aloud)

Related literature/songs

Use of literature, resources, and references

Vocabulary - Word lists/definitions

Writing

Numeration and Problem Solving


Counting 1-1 correspondence

Data collection:  tallies, graphs, surveys, Estimate/actual observing

Graphic organizers

Measurement


Comparing size and weight


circumference



cooking

Recognizing pattern and shape

Relationships


Part to whole diagram

Predicting

Problem-solving

Theorizing

Weight 




Investigative Skills - Science
Comparing

Data Collection and Analysis

Experimenting, Hypothesizing

Explaining reasons for theories

Exploring

Formulating questions for investigations

Observing:  

Predicting

Arts and Aesthetics
Appreciating the work of others 

Creative Movement 

Critiquing

Drama – Student created plays

Exploring variety of media

Expressing knowledge and ideas through various media


Memory Drawing, observational drawing, constructions, rubbings, clay (i.e., models)

Music 

Pantomime 

Related songs/music

Representations


(Drawing, painting, 3-D models, computer programs, blocks, pattern blocks, etc.)

Texture



Social and Emotional (Dispositions)
Awareness of needs of others

Enjoyment

Collaboration/Cooperation

Confidence

Initiative

Helpfulness

Problem Solving

Perseverance

Task-persistence

Teamwork
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