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AT A TIME WHEN READING, writing and 
mathematics are at the forefront of education it is 
vital that we as the educators of young children, 
in addition to these core skills, provide rich and 
immersive contexts with which our children can 
develop their creativity and imagination as well 
as their ability to think critically. By supporting 
our children’s natural curiosity about the world 
around them, enabling them to make links and to 
draw their own conclusions we are preparing them 
for a lifelong learning journey where they can 
be confident, resilient, independent people eager 
to express their views and opinions and who will 
question at a deeper level, be excited and have 
skills to find their own questions and answers. 

This year, with a group of 14 children ranging in age 
from 3 to 5, project has been a fascinating journey for 
both children and educators focusing on the systems 
and cycles of ecology and meaning. The project began 
as many of the children’s interests were about a spiky 
pot plant found in the setting. As the children were 
exploring the plant, a number of them were pricked by 
‘its spiky bits’. A small group of children began a rich 
and confident dialogue regarding the feelings of the 
plant and its liking being spiky. 

“The spiky plant is nasty…it’s mean.” Mia (Age 5) 

“It likes it when we say ow! That’s why it keeps 
hurting us.” Preston (Age 4)

No…It’s sad…that’s why it’s mean. Someone took 
the music away,” Amelie (Age 4) 

This group discussed their opinions, debating their 
theories over many sessions. They demonstated 
a mutual respect for each other by listening to 
and by sharing their ideas. To develop the idea of 
a listening plant, the children were asked to think 
about how the plant may be able to hear them. By 
adopting a multi-station approach with which to 
support the children’s theory making, the children 
were asked to represent their ideas. The children that 
choose drawing as the language to demonstrate 
this thinking, without exception, drew lines that 
connected themselves to the plant. 

“I’m talking to the spiky plant. I’m telling him to be 
quiet…stop hurting me! It’s ‘cause we’re learning...I 
need to listen! The sound goes in the dots on his 
leaves.” Decan (Age 4) 

“I’m listening to him and he’s listening to me. We 
just look and listen.” Brooke (Age 5) 
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“I’m talking to the spiky plant…”

“I’m listening to him and he’s listening to me.”
They were seen shaking hands with the tree’s branches 

and whispering into the trunk. 



“I’m talking to the spiky plant…the sound goes into 
the spikes. The words are stretching from me to the 
spiky plant.” Maisie (Age 5)

Drawing became a powerful means of sharing for 
many of the group. We can suggest that drawing 
became a way for these children to develop their 
ability to imagine, analyse, refine, re-interpret and 
to communicate their thoughts and theories. By 
exploring the development of Callum’s drawings we 
can see that, for this child, that was certainly the 
case. 

At the beginning of the project Callum’s (Age 5) 
theories involved himself and the spiky pot plant.

“The spiky plant and me are listening to music. It’s 
all coming out everywhere…we’re singing”

To support the development of these ideas, which 
were harnessed by many of the group, we reoffered 
them by exploring our outside environment. During 
this exploration, some of the children were drawn 
to a clump of deciduous trees. They enjoyed being 
in this place. They were seen shaking hands with the 
tree’s branches and whispering into the trunk.   

The children were asked, “Do the trees listen?” 

Here we return to Callum’s drawings. Building upon 
his established theory making regarding a listening 
plant, he now adds another layer to the meaning 
that he makes. 

“The sound goes all over the tree. It goes down into 
the trunk and drops down into the soil and down 
into the roots.”

After many weeks of visiting the trees, a group of 
children began questioning why the trees were not 
communicating with them. 

George (Age 5) explained, “I say hello and goodbye 
but the tree doesn’t talk to me.” 

Lilly-Rose (Age 3) said, “It can’t speak ‘cause it 
hasn’t got a mouth!” 

The group were asked to think about this. Theories 
began to emerge concerning “a secret language      
of trees.” 

“We can’t hear them talking ‘cause it’s a secret.” 
Hayden (Age 3)

“They only talk to each other.” Lacey (Age 4)
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“The spiky plant and me are listening to music. It’s all 
coming out everywhere…we’re singing.”

“The sound goes all over the tree. It goes down then tree 
and drops down into the soil and down the roots.”

“The words are stretching from me to the spiky plant...”

The group with the trees.
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Again, through the language of drawing, many 
of the children choose to share their thinking 
and theories; building upon their original ideas to 
develop their theory making and linking the world 
around them.

Again, by building upon his previous thinking 
Callum was able to represent his ideas through 
drawing and words.

“Trees do communicate…all the time! The words go 
down into the roots and back up the other roots into 
another tree. It can hear them all. They say words 
like this and that. The words get sucked down and 
down and then into the brain of the earth…that’s 
the core. The words melt into pieces ‘cause it’s so 
hot. Then the message goes back up…the tree says, 
“Mum! Can you clean my branches?”

At the beginning of this paper it was suggested 
that educators need to provide the opportunities to 
enable children to develop their creative and critical 
thinking. Without providing our children with daily 
project sessions in which they can develop these 
areas of learning, we can only wonder if Callum, 
as well as the other group members,  would have 
developed their rich theories regarding the ecology 

of the earth. At Woodlands we believe that an 
enquiry based approach to developing children’s 
thinking is vital. Of course any approach must be of 
capable of raising attainment and outcomes for 

children, however this approach also enables 
teachers and educators to engage in on-going 
professional learning journey that is based in their 
own practice.
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“Learning and teaching should 
not stand on opposite banks 

and just watch the river 
flow by; instead, they should 
embark together on a journey 
down the water. Through an 
active, reciprocal exchange, 

teaching can strengthen 
learning how to learn.”

Loris Malaguzzi (1993) 

The tree says, “Mum! Can you clean my branches?”


