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Part 1: Introductory Documents 

Arc of Unit 1 

Introduction to Unit 1: How We Learn in Our School Communities 

Our Schools Project Overview 

Science and Engineering Project Overview 

Studios At a Glance 

Writing: Introduction to Writing Basics 

Writing: Introduction to Personal Recount 

Writing: Introduction to Argument 

Resources:  

Family Letter 

Weekly Questions 

Weekly Words List 

Science and Engineering Packet 

Studios Observation Sheet 
 

Part 2: Week by Week  

Components in each week follow in this order: 

At a Glance 

Vocabulary and Language 

Text Talk 

Stations 

Science and Engineering 

Studios 

Writing 
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Arc of Unit 1: How We Learn in Our School Communities 
 

Big Ideas 

We all learn. We can learn different things, in 

different ways, for different reasons. 

Communities can include and support all learners. 

Guiding Questions 

What is school? 

Who am I as a learner? Who are you as a learner? Who are we as learners together? 

How do I contribute to our learning community? 

 

 WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 

Lens Classroom & Self in 
Community 

Classroom & Self in 
Community 

Classroom World 

Weekly Question How do we want to work 
and learn together this 
year? 

What do we understand 
about ourselves and 
others as learners?  

How do we make sure 
that each member of our 
community can do their 
best learning?  

Why is school important?  

Texts A Letter to My Teacher (3) 

Writing Classroom 
Agreements (2) 

The Upside Down Boy (3) 

“Children’s Comments 
about Learning” (2) 

Louie (2) 

Rainbow Joe and Me  

Narcissa (poem)  

“Dear Teacher” video  

UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (2) 

Seeds of Change (3) 

Writing  Writing Basics  Personal Recount Personal Recount Personal Recount 

Science and Engineering Introduce the Science and 
Engineering Packets  
(Day 5) 

Exploring properties of 
materials  

Exploring properties of 
materials: Solid Materials 

Quadrat Study 1 

Properties of Materials: 
Strength and Flexibility 

 

Studios Introduce Studios: 
Children represent school 
in various media. (Days 
1-4) 

Introduce Discovery 
Studio. Children represent 
school in various media. 

Introduce Storytelling 
Books and Thinking & 
Feedback. 

Introduce the class 
Building Design Notebook 
and the world map. 

Foundational Literacy Follow guide Follow guide Follow guide Follow guide 
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Arc of Unit 1: How We Learn in Our School Communities 

 

 WEEK 5 WEEK 6 WEEK 7 WEEK 8 

Lens World Our Town Our Town Our Town, Our School 

Weekly Question 
 

What can we learn about 
school from communities 
in the United States and 
around the world? 

What do we know and 
what can we find out 
about our school?  

How can I contribute to 
my school community?  

How do schools 
contribute to strong 
communities? 

Texts Dear Mr. Rosenwald (3)  

Inclusive Playgrounds  

Off to Class: A Sense of 
Independence  

 
 

Interview with Youth 
Activists slides 

Gathering Data About Our 
School slides 

Project Introduction 1: 
Developing an Interview  

Project Introduction 2: 
Choosing an appropriate 
audience, Who makes 
decisions in our schools? 

How Do We Sit?  

Six Dots (4) 

Jeri Robinson: A leader in 
Boston education  
 
 
 

End of Unit Assessment 
text  

Looking at our Projects 

Strong Communities, 
Strong Schools slides 

Unit Weekly Question 
Synthesis  

Project Presentation & 
Celebration  

Writing Personal Recount (final) Argument (begin) Argument Argument (final) 

Science and Engineering Properties of Materials: 
Testing for hardness 

Properties of Materials: 
Testing for absorbency 

Quadrat Study 2 

Properties of Materials:  

Designing Alternative 
Seating 

Completing or continuing 
Alternative Seating 

Studios Introduce Beautiful Stuff. Launch the Our Schools 
Project. 

Continue the Our Schools 
Project. 

Finish, present, and 
celebrate the Our Schools 
Project. 

Foundational Literacy Follow guide Follow guide Follow guide Follow guide 
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Unit 1: How We Learn in Our School Communities 
 

 

Opening the school year, Unit 1 takes children and teachers through an exploration of the 

meaning of school and spurs new understandings about learners and learning, with an emphasis 

on inclusive environments and interactions.  
 

The focus of the first three weeks is the classroom and self in a community. Activities incorporate 

time to set up the robust classroom community that will support learning throughout the year. 

With the first book, A Letter to My Teacher, children discuss how they feel about being at school, 

how different children learn, and the importance of relationships. Other Text Talk sessions in the 

first week guide the class through making classroom agreements that support every child’s 

learning. Children consider what is required when every learner is included—those who speak 

other languages, who have various ways of interacting, who receive and express information in 

different ways. Rather than think about what “other people” might need, children recognize the 

diversity in their own approaches to learning and imagine ways to meet them. Concretely, 

Science and Engineering lessons launch an effort to design a chair that serves a particular need 

in their own classrooms. 
 

In Weeks 4 and 5, the focus expands to encompass school experiences in other communities. 

Digging into four articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, children consider the 

importance of education for all children, everywhere. They chart the educational path of 

Wangari Maathai (Seeds of Change: Planting a Path for Peace), and then read a poetic narrative 

about Rosenwald Schools, built for African American children in southern states to provide them 

access to education. They read about inclusive playgrounds around the world and a school for 

the blind in England. What is school like here, and here? How do these examples challenge and 

support our thinking? How does it help us understand our own experiences?  
 

Children spend the first week of Writing lessons orienting themselves to reasons for writing. 

Then, in the next four weeks, children develop personal recounts, consistently threading back 

through and giving voice to their experiences in school. Similarly, in Studios children explore and 

communicate ideas about school, learning spaces, friendship, and relationships with teachers, as 

well as their identities as learners. 
 

In Weeks 6 through 8, the Our Schools Project is launched, through which children advocate for 

strong schools for all learners. After learning about the people who make decisions for what 

schools have and how they function, each class identifies an appropriate audience and writes an 
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argument in the form of a class letter for something that would make their own school a more 

wonderful place for all learners. The project may grow from there to include other 

communications and advocacy projects. 
 

Finally, children take another look at the classroom agreements drafted in the first week of 

school. They ask whether those are the right agreements for their particular community, revise 

them, and create visual representations for the classroom.  
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Our Schools Project Overview 
 

 

Beginning in Week 6, second graders are provoked to think of themselves as activists—people 

who can see something they want to change and work toward it. Having learned about various 

aspects of school and schooling and about characters, themselves, and their classmates as 

learners, they look critically at their school environment. The question is then posed: What 

would make our school an even better place for all learners? With this, the children collect 

some information about their own school and about people who have power to make decisions 

in their school community. 

 

The Final Product 

Across both Text Talk and Writing lessons, each class chooses a topic to pursue and an authentic 

audience they will try to move to action—to improve the learning environment of its own 

school in a specific way. As children simultaneously learn about writing arguments and about 

different ways people have worked to improve schools for diverse learners, they apply their 

thinking and advocacy to individual or small group projects in Studios to communicate their 

ideas. Each project will be unique to the particular characteristics of healthy and inclusive 

learning environments a given class has identified.  

 

Negotiation and compromise (thoughtful listening and careful speaking) are required for each 

classroom community to come to consensus on the topic to pursue and the audience to 

address. The process unfolds in experiences with text, in studios, and in small- and whole-group 

discussions.  

 

As researchers and writers, children take on this advocacy challenge by interviewing members 

of their school community. At the beginning of the school year, this offers an opportunity to get 

to know more personally some of the other adults around the building—becoming familiar not 

just with their names and jobs, but also with their ideas and perspectives.  

 

Preparation, Collaboration, and Coordination 

Ahead of the start of the project, as all members of the school community settle into the new 

school year and their particular roles, teachers should find out as much as possible about the 

ways that their particular school supports diverse learners. Who are the learners in this school? 

What makes them successful? Who are the families, and how are they invited to meaningfully 

participate in the life of the school? What opportunities can be identified for expanding access 

to a wide variety of learning experiences? Talk with as many colleagues across as many 
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school-based roles as possible. Find out about initiatives that are underway, and about those 

that people wish for but have not yet been realized. Consider what areas and systems in the 

school a particular group of second graders, in the early weeks of the school year, might be 

passionate about.  

 

Talk with second grade teaching colleagues and principal about their own impressions about, 

reactions to, and ideas for projects that make sense for the school community. These ideas may 

or may not overlap from one class to another, but it will be helpful to be coordinated 

nonetheless, so that classrooms might share resources or take on smaller parts of a larger idea. 

 

To prepare for the project, consider this challenge from an adult perspective. Talk with other 

adults in the school to hear their ideas about how the school currently operates. Initiate 

conversations about the movement of people through the school, use of common spaces, 

“wayfinding” tools (such as signage), and the feeling of the school as conducive to learning by 

all learners. Ask colleagues about how various spaces are used and whether there is need for 

additional or different furniture, lighting, or other features. Consider the outdoor space, 

bathrooms, gathering spaces, cafeteria, entry areas, and messages to families and visitors.  

 

Choose several potential and realistic areas for improvement that might particularly interest the 

class and that might be addressed with no or little cost (see Gathering Data About Our School 

slides, Week 6), to most productively open and steer discussions. Be prepared for children to 

have ideas not previously considered.  

 

Related Individual and Small Group Projects (Studios) 

Once the project has launched, children will research, discuss, choose, and pursue a single 

proposal to promote in the class letter to an identified audience. This argument will be 

composed during Writing lessons. In addition, the class might choose to express their proposal 

in a number of other ways, and studios provide an excellent venue for this work. Some ideas 

include:  

Writing a school pamphlet describing what is wonderful about the school and 

highlighting particular ways that all learners are welcome and considered.  

Creating a public bulletin board welcoming families and other visitors to the school, 

offering directions, and providing a visual story about the school.  

Writing and illustrating a class book to add to the classroom and/or school library and 

share directly with other classrooms.  

Unit 1 Introduction: Our Schools Project 

Focus on Second/ 2nd Grade for ME | Boston Public Schools Department of Early Childhood P-2/  
Maine Department of Education 

 
 



Producing a play with vignettes about how something in the school was before (or still 

is) and imagining how it could be with the proposed change.  

Building a model out of Beautiful Stuff, displayed in the school lobby or library.  

Inviting families to a class or school event to show and celebrate these ideas.  

Writing letters to other community members and/or starting a crowdfunding page to 

garner support and financing for the class ideas for school improvement.  

 

This list is not exhaustive! Each class will imagine and realize projects that are uniquely 

compelling and immediately viable for a particular school community.  

 

Presentation and Celebration 

Children and teachers can tell the story of the project as it evolved and share the final work by 

inviting other classes, school community members, and/or family members to see and hear 

about the Our Schools Project. Children will delight in helping to design an event that amplifies 

their advocacy and brings others into the classroom community they have so carefully 

constructed.  
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Science and Engineering Project Overview 

 

The final project in Science and Engineering is intertwined with the Big Ideas and Guiding 

Questions of the unit. With a focus on making schools and classrooms well-suited to all kinds of 

learners, the project asks children to design seating to accommodate children’s needs; as a 

consequence, they directly and positively impact the classroom environment. For example, 

some people benefit from bouncing on their chairs to better concentrate; recognizing this, 

children think about which materials will work best in designing a seat in which one can bounce. 

The particular needs of children in each classroom will have emerged over the course of the 

unit, and this information will inform the kinds of considerations children take into account and 

the criteria they set as they approach this seat-design challenge.  

 

Alternative seating is becoming more prevalent in classrooms and in other workplaces, as well. 

The links below offer information about reasons for and kinds of alternative seating. Preview 

these before beginning the unit in order to better understand and facilitate the Science and 

Engineering lessons and the trajectory of learning over the eight weeks. Each week’s lesson 

builds conceptual experience and understanding to inform decisions children will make about 

the seats they want to design.  

 

Once designed, children will build prototypes of the seats they hope to see in their classrooms, 

with materials they choose to meet their design criteria and relying on feedback from peers. If 

possible, it will be wonderful if they also have the opportunity to actually build those seats for 

the classroom—or to offer their designs to someone who can execute their plans. Imagine how 

empowering it would be for children to see their well-considered, thoroughly-researched, 

critically-reviewed, and revised designs become a fixture of classroom life that enhances 

learning for the rest of the year.  

 

Preparation 

Learn about possibilities of alternative seating: 

●​ Alternative Seating for the Classroom 
(http://theinspiredtreehouse.com/alternative-seating-classroom/) 

●​ Friendship Circle Special Needs Resources 
(http://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2014/11/03/six-alternative-seating-arrangements-for-a-c
hild-with-special-needs/) 
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Collaboration  

Consider who in your school community might help make the children’s ideas reality, such as 

family members or colleagues. As the project launches in Week 7, talk with colleagues about 

plans they see emerging and share resources. Share children’s ideas with families, and begin to 

seek their help with prototypes or building usable seats. They may be able to provide materials, 

help with construction, and offer feedback. Some family members may be able to come into the 

classroom to build with pairs or small groups of children.  

 

Celebration 

Whether or not actual seats are built, make the design process and resulting prototypes part of 

the end-of-unit Our Schools Project presentation and celebration.  
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Studios At a Glance                                                                                             Unit 1: How We Learn in Our School Communities 
 

 

Art  

 

Building  

 

 Discovery  

 

Math 

 

Research  

 

Writing & 
Storytelling  

 

Week 1 
How do we want 
to work and learn 
together this 
year?  
 
 

Introduce the component; represent “school” in various media; explore materials; establish routines. 

●​ colored pencils 
●​ pencils 
●​ variety of 

papers 

●​ Kapla blocks 
●​ clipboards 
●​ paper 
●​ writing tools 

Introduced in 
Week 2.  

Rock Sort ●​ sticky notes 
●​ pencils 
●​ A Letter to My 

Teacher, other 
texts 

●​ first day of 
school images 

●​ Roll a Story dice  
●​ writing tools: 

pencils, pens, 
colored pencils 

●​ lined and unlined 
papers 

Week 2 
What do we 
understand about 
ourselves and 
others as 
learners?  

Represent “school” in various media; explore materials; establish routines. 

Continue from 
Week 1 

Continue from 
Week 1 

Open with chair 
design challenge, 
Science & 
Engineering 
Notebooks 

Survey Continue from 
Week 1 and add 
image, quote 

Continue from Week 
1 and illustrate class 
personal recount  
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