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“Hey, that’s the water castle. 

Open the door and the water 

comes out. My Daddy told me.” 

Caitlin, age 4 



   What do we think is inside the 

Tower? 

Our first observations of the tower 



   What do we think is inside the 

Tower? 



    “It can make everything wet. It has a 

machine inside.” Brandon, age 5 

 

“I think it’s for feeding squirrels nuts.” 

Anthony, age 4 



There’s water inside. It just has 

water.”  Kevin , age 5 



Discoveries during 

observations  

10/05/08 

Mrs. Weinberg: “What’s an echo?” 
Anthony: “The air is copying you.” 
Caitlin: “If you say something and nobody’s in there, 
you hear it back.” 
Mairead:”An echo is there—You can hear something 
like a noise. You can’t go in. It’s locked over there.” 
Caitlin: “It’ll come back in your mouth.” 
Paula:” The air is there.” 



“ 

Teachers purposefully set up an activity 
where children could express their own 
ideas, but also observe and listen to the 
ideas of their peers. This collaboration 
about the tower enhances their 
enthusiasm for the project as well as 
building a sense of community, as children 
show respect for each others ideas. 



 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 



We  carefully watch the children’s play and give them 
more time to revisit their ideas about the building. We 
observe tower building in varied areas of our classroom. 

The 

language 

of  building 



We offer recycled materials to the children 
so they may create their own towers  as part 

of the exploration.   



Those are the bricks, windows and doors.  If you go inside, 
you’d fall in the water.  If you open the door, the water flows 
out,  The water is all the way form the bottom to the top. 
                                                       Amelia 



This part is a castle.  That’s the cave for my name.  My water 
tower has three windows.  That’s a sign with my name on it.  
That’s a bench.  It has  red spots on it. 
                                                                            Anthony 



It has a princess window because it has diamonds on it.  It has 
snowflakes on it, just in the winter.  It’s Rapunzel’s Tower.  
Remember that her hair grew too long and the prince 
climbed up.  The top is like Rapunzel’s tower.                   Lily 



   “We embrace an approach based on adults 
listening rather than speaking, where doubt 
and amazement are welcome factors along 
with scientific inquiry and the deductive 
method of the detective. It is  an approach in 
which the importance of the unexpected and 
the possible are recognized, an approach in 
which there is no such thing as wasted time, 
but in which teachers know how to give 
children all the time they need.” Carla Rinaldi  
 





We continue to revisit 
 
As children had more questions, we continued to  be 
aware of and visit the tower which has such a prominent 
place near our school.  
  
As teachers we value the importance of allowing time for 
the children to observe and reflect about their ideas. 
 
Each revisit helped the children make new discoveries 
about the tower and also refine their ideas. 
 
 
 
 



Paula’s work 
 
 
10/05/07 drawing 

 3/03/08 drawing 

Revisiting and refining the children's ideas 

It’s a building  for Santa to 
get to all the houses.  He 
would just go inside to check 
the map to see where 
everybody lives. 

drawing 10/05/07 

It has water inside and its 
very cool inside.   Its colorful 
water – black, white, clear, 
pink, red, yellow, orange and 
green.  Very big building. 



Erick’s  work 
 
10/05/07 drawing 

 03/05/08 drawing 

It screams and it comes back 
when you screams by the door. 

Nothing is inside 
the water tower.  
A ladder 
wouldn’t work 
to measure it.  
We should use a 
fire fighter 
ladder or we 
should use a 50 
ladder.  I don’t 
know what’s 
inside. 



Liam’s 10/05/07 drawing 

Liam’s 3/12/08 
drawing 

It has a lot of spikes. It’s a water 
tower.  When the water runs out it 
goes to the lake.  The water runs  
out from the pumper and when the 
pumper can’t hold anymore 
pressure the water runs out to the 
lake. 

I think there is water 
inside.  There’s a table 
inside  for hot cocoa.  
There’s a man inside 
named Liam and he 
drank all of his hot 
chocolate. 



Jason’s initial 
9/13/07 drawing 

Subsequent  10/05/07 
drawing, Attention to 
detail  

It’s  like two jails and there’s a lot of 
people trapped in a cage inside. 

It’s the mountain of the big giant 
word dinosaurs.  And the 
shadows of the houses scary 
dinosaurs. 



“It  comes back when you 
scream by the door.” Erick 
10/05/07 

“It has water. And it has an 
echo inside. It has ladders and 
stairs inside.” Brandon 
03/6/08 

One of the benefits of 
hands-on  learning is the 
unexpected discovery  of 
powerful, memorable 
experiences. The echo, 
which emerged  early in the 
discovery process 
reemerged as we continued 
to study the tower. 



The project becomes part of the school 
community 
We invited the children to gather more ideas about the tower from 
other sources in our school community. The children interviewed 
teachers, other students and family members. This gave them the 
opportunity to share their ideas and listen to other ideas. This activity 
helped them to revisit their notions about the tower.  



The interview process begins with teachers 
 



And continues with students in other classrooms 



We documented the project and created an 
informational board in our school hallway for all to 
follow our research. 



Research extends to family members and even other 
students not interviewed but exposed to this project  by 
observing the work of the Blue Room PM class. 



From all their research and revisiting  throughout the months, the children 
become more and more curious about what’s inside the tower. They also begin 
to wonder about  the height of the tower.  Because of this new interest, we 
begin discussing how the children might possibly measure the tower. 



How will we find out how tall the water tower is? 
During a classroom conversation on March 4, 2008, several children suggest using a ladder and a ruler to 
measure the tower. 
Mrs. Weinberg: Do you think we should go back outside with a ladder and a measuring tape? 

Erick: No, it’s too little. A ladder is all the way to here. 
Brandon: But no, the thing is like you do this, like this one...chicka,chicka,chicka, like this one (pointing to the 
ladder of a toy fire truck) 
Mrs. Weinberg: Like that kind of ladder? 

Brandon: Yeah, that one can turn big. 
Mrs. Weinberg: But that ladder’s hooked onto what? 

Caitlin: A fire truck. 
Lily: What if we got a real fire truck and we climbed into the ladder? 

Brandon: Yeah, ‘cause it’s like chuck,chuck,chuck,chuck,chucka...(As he makes  the sound, he moves his arm 
up in gradual stages  like the lifting of al adder) 
Mrs. Weinberg: So do you think a real fire truck would have a ladder that’s tall enough? 

Erick: I’m gonna go all the way to the top. 
Brandon: I’m gonna go chick,chick,chick,chicka... 
Mrs. Weinberg: Let’s think about what we might be able to do about this to see how big it is.  One idea is to 
get a fire truck ladder. Now, do you know how you’d get a fire truck ladder? 

Lily: You call the fire department and tell them. 
Mrs. Weinberg: Do you think they would come bring their ladder? Is that what they use their ladders for? 

Brandon: The firefighter people live next to my house. 
Mrs. Weinberg: How are we going to ask the firefighter to bring their ladder? 

Jason: Call 911 

Mrs. Weinberg: That number is for emergencies. You never call that number unless it’s an emergency. Is 
knowing how tall the water tower is an emergency? 

Jason: It’s very tall. 
Mrs. Weinberg: It’s tall and we are curious, but it’s not an emergency. What else can we do? 

Paula: We can send a note to them. 
That’s what we did. We wrote a note and then............ 

 
 
The firefighters agree to come!!!!!. 

 
 

As teachers, we could have answered 
some o f the questions, but allowed 
the children’s unbiased ideas to guide 
their problem solving. This led to 
solutions that we would never have 
offered the children. We feel that 
offering this kind of responsibility to 
young children enhances and 
encourages their creativity, 
enthusiasm and quest for knowledge. 



While waiting for the right day for the  
firefighters to come, we revisit our 
measuring activities from earlier in the 
school year .  The motivation to create a 
measuring tool for the tower, inspired the 
children to develop everyday math skills to 
achieve their goal. We created a  colorful 
giant measuring tape using recycled 
materials donated by  a local sign shop. 
When finished, the tape was divided into 10 
feet colored sections which totaled 130 
feet. 

Our classroom growth chart, 
a measuring activity we’d been 
doing all year.  .   

Sorting color 
strips. 

Cutting the 
strips 



.   

Numbering the tape 

Taping in 
units of 
tens 



. 

It was an amazing sight when, on a  beautiful, sunny 
day, the fire truck pulled  up next to the water tower. 
Children from the afternoon kindergarten class joined 
the Blue room children, some parents, a 
photographer from the local newspaper and also 
many curious bystanders. They all watched as the  
firefighters extended their ladder and one of them 
began to climb. Unfortunately, our giant measuring 
tape was too large to carry up the ladder. A ball of 
yarn was substituted for our tape. 



. 









“The  fire truck was in 
front of the water tower. 
The whole world was in 
back.”Amelia  



The power of this experience is reflected in the 
children’s words and their work. 











Afterwards, the children had many questions for the firefighters. The intensity of their 
interest made  a strong impression on the firefighters.As teachers, we observed the 
reciprocity of ideas between the firefighters and the children, which gave the firefighters 
more insight into the children’s capabilities. 

 



Dear Firefighters, “Thank you 
for putting up the ladder to 
measure the water tower….” 



We wrote a class Thank You note to the 
firefighters. We also  made a picture book  which 
we presented to the firefighters on a visit to the 
fire station. 



The book  contained all the observational drawings the 
children had made during the firefighter’s visit to measure 
the tower.  



The  firefighters gave us a tour of their station and their 
equipment. 



To help answer the question about how tall the tower 
is, the children tried to measure the yarn  ball in the 
classroom. Finding that space too small, we moved 
into our gym, stretched out our measuring tape and  
discovered that even the gym was too small, 
however, we could fold over the yarn and measure 
tape to get a number for how tall the tower is. 
 
 



Our number for the height was 
130 feet! 
(Give or take a few inches) 



The children found many other uses for the measure tape. 
We played games along the tape in the gym, and used it to 
measure  strings for kites. 



On a beautiful spring day, we took the tape to 
Sunset Woods Park to stretch it the FULL 
length of the tower…130 feet . We played 
running games .  



The children wondered about heights of the 
playground equipment and took the opportunity to 
use the measuring tape to answer their questions. 



The Deputy Fire Chief came  to finally take us inside 
the Water tower. First, he  shared some historical 
photos.  



He answered some of our questions before our 
visit to the tower. 



It’s very dark as we go inside…. 



After all this 
time of wonder, 
we are really 
inside the Water 
Tower ! 



We discovered there really was water in the tower, which 
was built  around  the 1930’s as a part of the many public 
works projects done at this time. 

This is the top.  These are the windows.  This is the water in the 
tank.  This is the ladder they use to walk up.  
                                                 Alissa    5/22/08                                  



This was what was inside the water tower.   Caitlin   5/21/08 



The brick tower was build around an unattractive 
steel  tank  for aesthetics purposes. 

This is the water leaking to make a flow.  If the water 
leaks, it goes down the drain.           
                                            Paula      5/22/08 



This is the water tower.  The water is up top.  The wires were holding 
the water tower.  The antenna are on the top.  This is the door.  There 
was a big pipe with a circle for making good water.  That was the little 
box with the key.  There was a sign too.   
                                     Erick    5/22/08 



At the end of the year, the children shared their 
knowledge as experts.  They returned to those they 
had interviewed to report back on what they 
discovered about the tower. 



As teachers, we were inspired by the children’s 

capabilities and enthusiasm for this project .This 

represented to us a clear view of  the abilities 

and learning when children are  allowed and 

encouraged to investigate  in depth everyday 

observations  and questions in their  lives.  As 

we learned alongside the children, we observed 

other children and adults also inspired by the 

enthusiasm for this project. Our contact with the 

firefighters and outside community was a 

wonderful experience for the children. Beyond 

that, it was an opportunity for others outside the 

classroom to see what young children can do 

and the depth of  their thought processes. The 

reciprocity of  ideas between children and the 

adults in their community continues to be an 

exciting exploration for us. 

 
 
 



We would like to thank Deputy Firefighter and his staff  for 

sharing their time , their knowledge and equipment  to 

support the children’s investigation.  

 

Thank you to Peter Eisendrath of  Fast Signs in Highland 

Park for offering free  recyclable items used in our projects. 

 

We were fortunate to have Elaine and Armon Kaplan as 

classroom volunteers/surrogate grandparents  for this class 

and  appreciate all their thoughtful care which endeared 

them to the children. 

 

Thank you to Jean Wallace Baker, our Director of  HPCNS for 

her support and encouragement in this project and 

presentation. 

 

Finally, we would like to thank the parents and families of  

the children for sharing their wonderful children with us. 

 

 





Illinois Early Learning Standards 
Language Arts 

STATE GOAL 1: 
Read with understanding and fluency. 

Learning Standard A:  Apply word analysis and 
vocabulary skills to comprehend selections. 

Understand that pictures and symbols have meaning and 
that print carries a message. 

Understand that reading progresses from left to right and 
top to bottom. 

Identify labels and signs in the environment. 

Learning Standard B:  Apply reading strategies to 
improve understanding and fluency. 

Predict what will happen next using pictures and content 
for guides. 

Learning Standard C:  Comprehend a broad range of 
reading materials. 

Retell information from a story. 



STATE GOAL 2: 
Read and understand literature representative of 

various societies, eras and ideas. 

Learning Standard A:  Understand how literary 
elements and techniques are used to convey meaning. 

Understand that different text forms, such as 
magazines, notes, lists, letters, and story books, are 
used for different purposes. 

Learning Standard B:  Read and interpret a variety of 
literary works. 

Show independent interest in reading-related activities.  

STATE GOAL 3: 
Write to communicate for a variety of purposes. 

Learning Standard A:  Use correct grammar, spelling, 
punctuation, capitalization and structure. 

Use scribbles, approximations of letters, or known 
letters to represent written language.  

Learning Standard B:  Compose well-organized and 
coherent writing for specific purposes and audiences. 

Dictate stories and experiences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Learning Standard C:  Communicate ideas in writing to 
accomplish a variety of purposes. 
Use drawing and writing skills to convey meaning and 
information. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STATE GOAL 4: 
Listen and speak effectively in a variety of situations. 

Learning Standard A:  Listen effectively in formal and 
informal situations. 
Listen with understanding and respond to directions 
and conversations.  

STATE GOAL 5: 
Use the language arts to acquire, assess and 

communicate information. 
Learning Standard A:  Locate, organize, and use 
information from various sources to answer questions, 
solve problems, and communicate ideas. 
Seek answers to questions through active exploration. 

Learning Standard B:  Read and interpret a variety of 
literary works. 
Show independent interest in reading-related activities.  



Learning Standard B:  Analyze and evaluate information 
acquired from various sources. 

Relate prior knowledge to new information. 

Learning Standard C:  Apply acquired information, 
concepts and ideas to communicate in a variety of 
formats. 

Communicate information with others.  

 

 



MATHEMATICS 

STATE GOAL 6: 
Demonstrate and apply a knowledge and 

sense of numbers, including numeration and 
operations (addition, subtraction, 

multiplication, division), patterns, ratios and 
proportions. 

Learning Standard A:  Demonstrate knowledge and use 
of numbers and their representations in a broad 
range of theoretical and practical settings. 

Use concepts that include number recognition, 
counting and one-to-one correspondence. 

Count with understanding and recognize "how many" in 
sets of objects.  

Learning Standard B:  Investigate, represent, and solve 
problems using number facts, operations (addition, 
subtraction, multiplication, division) and their 
properties, algorithms and relationships. 

Solve simple mathematical problems. 

 

Learning Standard C:  Compute and estimate using 
mental mathematics, paper-and-pencil methods, 
calculators and computers. 



Explore quantity and number. 

Connect numbers to quantities they represent using 
physical models and representations.  

Learning Standard D:  Solve problems using comparison 
of quantities, ratios, proportions and percents. 

Make comparisons of quantities. 

STATE GOAL 7: 
Estimate, make and use measurements of objects, 

quantities and relationships and determine acceptable 
levels of accuracy. 

Learning Standard A:  Measure and compare quantities 
using appropriate units, instruments and methods. 

Demonstrate a beginning understanding of 
measurement using non-standard units and 
measurement words.  

Learning Standard B:  Estimate measurements and 
determine acceptable levels of accuracy. 

Show understanding of and use comparative words. 

Learning Standard C:  Select and use appropriate 
technology, instruments and formulas to solve problems, 
interpret results and communicate findings. 

Incorporate estimating and measuring activities into 
play. 

 

 

 



STATE GOAL 8: 
Use algebraic and analytical methods to identify and 

describe patterns and relationships in data, solve 
problems, and predict results. 

Learning Standard A:  Describe numerical relationships 
using variables and patterns. 

Sort and classify objects by a variety of properties.  

Learning Standard B:  Interpret and describe numerical 
relationships using tables, graphs and symbols. 

Recognize, duplicate and extend simple patterns, such as 
sequences of sounds, shapes and colors.  

Begin to order objects in series or rows.  

Learning Standard C:  Solve problems using systems of 
numbers and their properties. 

Participate in situations that involve addition and 
subtraction using manipulatives. 

Learning Standard D:  Use algebraic concepts and 
procedures to represent and solve problems. 

Describe qualitative change, such as measuring to see who 
is growing taller. 

 



STATE GOAL 9: 
Use geometric methods to analyze, categorize, and 

draw conclusions about points, lines, planes and space. 

Learning Standard A:  Demonstrate and apply geometric 
concepts involving points, lines, planes and space. 

Recognize geometric shapes and structures in the 
environment. 

Learning Standard B:   Identify, describe, classify and 
compare relationships using points, lines, planes and 
solids. 

Find and name locations with simple words, such as 
“near”.  

STATE GOAL 10: 
Collect, organize and analyze data using statistical 

methods; predict results; and interpret uncertainty 
using concepts of probability. 

Learning Standard A:  Organize, describe and make 
predictions from existing data. 

Represent data using concrete objects, pictures, and 
graphs.  

Make predictions about what will happen next.  

Learning Standard B:  Formulate questions, design data 
collection methods, gather and analyze data and 
communicate findings. 

 



Gather data about themselves and their surroundings.  

SCIENCE 

STATE GOAL 11: 
Understand the processes of scientific inquiry and 

technological design to investigate questions, conduct 
experiments and solve problems. 

Learning Standard A:  Know and apply the concepts, 
principles and processes of scientific inquiry. 

Use senses to explore and observe materials and natural 
phenomena.  

Collect, describe and record information.  

STATE GOAL 12: 
Understand the fundamental concepts, principles and 
interconnections of the life, physical and earth/space 

sciences. 

Learning Standard C:  Know and apply concepts that 
describe properties of matter and energy and the 
interactions between them. 

Make comparisons among objects that have been observed.  

Learning Standard D:  Know and apply concepts that 
describe force and motion and the principles that 
explain them. 

Describe the effects of forces in nature (e.g. wind, gravity 
and magnetism).  

 

 

 

 



STATE GOAL 13: 
Understand the relationships among science, technology 

and society in historical and contemporary contexts. 

Learning Standard B:  Know and apply concepts that 
describe the interaction between science, technology 
and society. 

Express wonder and ask questions about their world.  

 

SOCIAL SCIENCE 

STATE GOAL 15: 
Understand economic systems, with an emphasis on the 

United States. 

Learning Standard A:  Understand how different economic 
systems operate in the exchange, production, 
distribution and consumption of goods and services. 

Identify community workers and the services they provide.  

STATE GOAL 16: 
Understand events, trends, individuals and movements 

shaping the history of Illinois, the United States and 
other nations. 

Learning Standard A:  Apply the skills of historical analysis 
and interpretation. 



Recall information about the immediate past.  

STATE GOAL 17: 
Understand world geography and the effects of 

geography on society, with an emphasis on the United 
States. 

Learning Standard A:  Locate, describe and explain places, 
regions and features on the Earth. 

Locate objects and places in familiar environments. 

Express beginning geographic thinking.  

STATE GOAL 18: 
Understand social systems, with an emphasis on the 

United States. 

Learning Standard A:  Compare characteristics of culture 
as reflected in language, literature, the arts, traditions 
and institutions. 

Recognize similarities and differences in people.  

 

PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT AND HEALTH 

STATE GOAL 24: 
Promote and enhance health and well being through 

the use of effective communication and decision-
making skills. 

Learning Standard A:  Demonstrate procedures for 
communicating in positive ways, resolving differences 
and preventing conflict. 

Use appropriate communication skills when expressing 
needs, wants and feelings. 

Use socially acceptable ways to resolve conflict. 

 



FINE ARTS 

STATE GOAL 25:  
Know the language of the arts.  

Learning Standard A:  Understand the sensory elements, 
organizational principles and expressive qualities of the 
arts.  

Drama: Investigate the elements of drama. 

Visual Arts: Investigate the elements of visual arts.  

Learning Standard B:  Understand the similarities, 
distinctions and connections in and among the arts. 

Describe or respond to their own creative work or the 
creative work of others. 

STATE GOAL 26: 
Through creating and performing, understand how 

works of art are produced.  

Learning Standard A:  Understand processes, traditional 
tools and modern technologies used in the arts. 

Drama: Participate in drama activities. 

Visual Arts: Participate in the visual arts.  

 

 

 

 

 



Learning Standard B:  Apply skills and knowledge necessary 
to create and perform in one or more of the arts. 

Use creative arts as an avenue for self-expression.  

 

SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

STATE GOAL 31: 
Develop an awareness of personal identity and positive 

self-concept. 

Learning Standard A:  Develop a positive self-concept. 

Exhibit eagerness and curiosity as a learner 

Exhibit persistence and creativity in seeking solutions to 
problems.  

Show some initiative and independence in actions.  

Use appropriate communication skills when expressing 
needs, wants and feelings. 

 STATE GOAL 32: 
Demonstrate a respect and a responsibility for self and 

others. 

Learning Standard A:  Perform effectively as an individual. 

Manage transitions and begin to adapt to change in 
routines. 

Learning Standard B:  Perform effectively as a member of a 
group. 

Engage in cooperative group play. 

Begin to share materials and experiences and take turns. 

Respect the rights of self and others. 

Develop relationships with children and adults.  
 

 


